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The editor regrets the long time our subscribers have had to wait to 
receive Volume 37 of the Journal o f the Interdenominational Theological 
Center. This volume consists of the Spring and Fall 2011 issues. Publish- 
ing of this volume was delayed due to circumstances beyond our control. 
Henceforth, we expect timely printing and distribution of the journal begin- 
ning with Volume 38 issues 1 and 2 due to be distributed at the end of Octo- 
ber, 2012.
The first article of this journal is the presentation given by the Rev- 
erend Doctor Ronald Edward Peters on the occasion of his inauguration 
as the eighth president of the ITC, in April 2012. Peters remembers the 
segregation of the past and the role that the Black institutions played in the 
education of Blacks during those times. But as we reach 2011, it is clear that 
times have changed; today more than eighty-percent of all Black students 
receive theological education from historically White theological institu- 
tions. This drastic change has raised a myth that the twenty-first century 
has ushered in a “post-racial society” evidenced clearly by the election of a 
Black president, Mr. Barak Obama. Some then ask the question, “Have his- 
torically Black schools and colleges not outlived their usefulness?״  Peters 
feels that, drawing on their rich legacy, these institutions still have a great 
deal to contribute. He therefore suggests that Sankofa, a mythical bird that 
flies forward while its head is tilted backward with an egg in its mouth, is an 
inspiring symbol for us. We “must look back to our heritage as we fly for- 
ward toward that spiritual and physical ecological Hope where the earth and 
all its inhabitants will no longer experience homelessness; no longer lose 
their homes to foreclosure while big global corporations that make huge 
profits pay no taxes.”
Speaking at one of the forums held to celebrate the inauguration 
of President Peters, Katie Canon suggests two components that should 
characterize our theological mission in the twenty-first century. First, as 
intellectual-faith-practitioners, we must “carve out epistemological space 
so that we chronicle intergenerational and multigenerational life paths to 
God.” Second, theological educators must grasp the innermost, nitty-gritty 
essentials of the canon within the canon. Theological educators can only 
do this if they broaden their religious imagination through paradigms of
EDITORIAL
cross-cultural and intergenerational interactions. Moreover, educators must 
train the next generation of religious leaders by decoding, deciphering, and 
translating “that which is present and available, but is not readily assessable 
or recognizable.”
In line with the Sankofa theme, several articles focus on the African/ 
Black perspective on theological and biblical interpretation.
Mark Ellingsen’s article examines the method of decision-making 
practiced by the Africans, Quakers and the Early Church, one which is not 
based on the Robert’s Rules of Order. The Quakers, for example, regard 
decision-making as a form of worship in which everyone is expected to be 
quiet until moved by God to speak. Therefore, Ellingsen suggests that “... 
like the African ancestors [also], we could trust the elders to raise issues and 
only interact with the Amen and dance only when the Spirit truly moves us 
to achieve consensus on a case” after the elders pronounce the unanimous 
decision; thereby concluding the lengthy decision-making process.
Dorothy Akoto’s article corroborates Ellingsen’s argument. Her the- 
sis is that Westerners have not fully understood the power of African prov- 
erbs. Proverbs are pithy axioms embracing truths that have stood the test of 
time. Short and memorable, they catch people’s attention and communicate 
effectively. African proverbs are not dichotomized into secular or sacred 
categories, but have universal and timeless appeal. The Biblical Book of 
Proverbs communicates its wisdom in a similar way.
As he looks back, Temba Mafico gives an overview of early mission- 
ary activities in Africa and postulates reasons why these efforts achieved 
limited success in spreading the Gospel there in the past. One of Mafico’s 
main arguments is that, because the physical, tangible connection of the 
people to the land was so important in their religion, Africans could not 
fully embrace a faith such as Christianity that was based on abstract con- 
cepts. Furthermore, with regard to land, the fact that the missionary church 
identified itself with the colonialists who had seized their land was another 
crucial reason for Africans’ rejection of the missionaries and their Christian 
religion. It is therefore no surprise that now that the Africans have reclaimed 
their land from the colonialists, the church is growing much faster than in 
any other continent in the world.
John Horder notes that some eighty-six percent of the world’s popu- 
lations adhere to some form of religion. Even the ‘non-religious’ fourteen
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percent of the people are theistic; they believe in a supreme being, but are 
considered non-religious because they do not adhere to any religious tradi- 
tion. This leads Horder to argue that religion will not go away in spite of 
predictions by philosophers like Nietsche, who stated that God was dead. 
Religion fills a niche in the human psyche that nothing else can satisfy. It 
raises the type of questions about meaning, purpose and destiny for which 
other human pursuits fail to provide adequate answers.
Neill Elliott is concerned with a controversy relating to the Hebrew 
Bible. His articles explores the similarities between the Exodus narrative 
and the Isis-Osiris-Horus myth. He points out that, while prominent schol- 
ars (Frank Cross and others after him) have focused primarily on the Uga- 
ritic texts as the source of the Hebrew epic that led to the biblical canon, 
the possibility of a link between the Israelite epic and Egyptian (African) 
lore, which has received less attention from scholars, should no longer be 
overlooked.
Wilma Bailey endeavors to clarify the biblical motif of the barren 
woman who later bears a prominent child. Focusing on the biblical figure of 
Rebekah, her study observes that given a later age for the onset of menarche 
in ancient times, Rebekah was probably a child when she married Isaac, a 
forty-year old man. This argument assumes that she was considered barren 
only because she was a child when Isaac married her and, as a result, could 
not yet conceive. [The editor would like to add that marriage tradition in 
other parts o f Africa allowed a man to deposit a token o f the dowry to a 
pregnant woman proposing to marry the child should the baby be a girl. But 
the man, though legally married to the girl, would not be allowed sexual in- 
tercourse until she was o f marriageable age. In other words, she remained 
barren for many years after marriage.]
Temba L.J. Mafico 
Editor
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Sankofa: One Heritage, Six Seminaries, One Hope
SANKOFA:
ONE HERITAGE, SIX SEMINARIES, ONE HOPE
Ronald Edward Peters1
“The Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, 
and when he had given thanks, broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is 
for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”
-1 Corinthians 11:23-24 (NRSV)
If America has forgotten her past, then let her look into the mirror of our 
consciousness and she will see the living past living in the present, for our 
memories go back, through our black folk of today, through the 
recollections of our black parents, and through the tales of slavery told by 
our black grandparents, to the time when none of us, black or white, lived 
in this fertile land.
-Richard Wright, 
12 Million Black Voices (1941)
The Challenge of Remembering and Theological Education
Memory and the art of remembering, more and more, is becoming 
a global challenge in our so-called information age. Indeed, “re- 
membering” does involve, to some extent, the process of pulling together 
what has become dismembered. Cyber-based technology has given us 
virtually unlimited access to an abundance of information. Yet, one of the 
great ironies of our time seems to be that our global village is becoming,
1 This article is based upon the address delivered on 8 April 2011 by Dr. Ronald E. Peters 
on the occasion of his inauguration as the eighth president of the Interdenominational 
Theological Center in Atlanta, Georgia.
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more and more, a victim of its own historical amnesia. People just do not 
remember how we have come to where we are now. Philosopher Cornel 
West noted his concern that ours is an increasingly a historical society: 
that we too easily ignore or forget lessons from the past contributing to the 
nihilistic threat within black segments of our plural cultural and urbanized 
context globally.2
“This is my body. Do this in remembrance of me” are words 
typically quoted from scripture3 as part of Christian Church observances 
of the sacred ritual known as Holy Communion or celebration of the 
Eucharist. While this reference to memory is imbedded in a ritual that 
literally defines, in part, what it means to be uniquely “Christian” in belief, 
it also reflects a constellation of values, historical outlooks, and behaviors 
across countless cultural groups that each bring their own particularity to 
what the phrase represents contextually. This is the continuing challenge 
for accredited theological education in the North American and European 
contexts as African descended persons engage their heritage theologically 
in the urbanized context of the global twenty-first century.
The faculty, staff, and students at the Interdenominational 
Theological Center (ITC) have been pondering the significance of the 
Sankofa concept for better understanding of who we are at the Theological 
Center and what this means for our approach to pedagogy in this 
accredited theological academy. This embrace of the metaphorical concept 
and language of Sankofa has been helpful in shaping my thoughts about 
the unique contributions of the African American heritage to theological 
education in the plural world of the twenty-first century. Clearly, 
remembering one’s past is critical to an understanding of present realities, 
and a vital component of envisioning future direction. As such, I offer 
these reflections on the topic: Sankofa... One Heritage (looking 
backward), Six Seminaries (flying forward), One Hope (future generation 
in our mouths, heads, and hearts).
2 Cornel West. Race Matters. New York: Vintage, 1993.
3 Luke 22:19; 1 Corinthians 11:24-25.
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Sankofa: Look Back While Remembering to Fly Forward
Years ago, the Center’s first Dean of Faculty, Dr. Charles B. 
Copher,4 broke ground in theological education by insisting that in order 
for African descended persons to understand themselves in their present 
context, it was necessary to reach back to more clearly understand from 
whence they had come. Indeed, we are in the debt of ITC professors 
Randall Bailey and Jacquelyn Grant for pulling together that wonderful 
collection of writings in tribute to Dr. Copher’s work entitled The 
Recovery o f Black Presence.5
The high value accorded to the art of memory as an essential 
component to enhancing the quality of life for Akan people of West Africa 
is encapsuled in a phrase which says Se wo were fin a wosankofa a yenkyi6 
which means It is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten. 
For the last few months, we at the Interdenominational Theological Center 
have been pondering what it means for us to be of “one heritage” carved 
from the common African American experience in America as reflected in 
the “six seminaries” that constitute our consortium as we affirm “one 
hope” in Jesus Christ in a plural, global, and urbanized context of the 
twenty-first century.
These discussions have been couched in the embrace of a 
metaphorical symbol, a Sankofa bird, which emerges from West African 
culture. The Sankofa is a mythical figure of a bird that flies forward as it 
peers backward to see how far it has come from its starting point. The 
symbolism of the Sankofa bird has merit for ITC in three unified, but 
distinct ways. First, the forward flight of the Sankofa suggests that ITC’s 
missional journey must be directionally focused forward in its research
4 Dr Charles Copher was the inter-disciplinarian professor of the Hebrew Bible who 
devoted his academic life arguing that there was a close relationship between Old 
Testament ideas and those of the African people.
5 Randall C. Bailey and Jacquelyn Grant (eds). Recovery o f Black Presence: An 
Interdisciplinary Exploration. Nashville: Abingdon, 1995.
6 Quoted from Sweet Chariot: The Story of the Spirituals Website. “African Tradition, 
Proverbs, and Sankofa” http://ctl.du.edu/sDirituals/literature/sankofa. cfrn /3 IMarl 1.
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and teaching with the purpose of advancing accredited theological 
scholarship and pedagogy in North America and globally from the unique 
and particularized perspective of the African American theological 
heritage.
Second, as the Sankofa flies forward, it does so with an egg lodged in 
its mouth. Clearly, the egg is a symbolic representation that the present 
generation must be intrinsically concerned for the welfare of future 
generations. This cultural tenet reinforces the pedagogical mandate that 
the theological institution must never become so esoteric in its approach to 
theological reflection, an ever present threat in so many accredited 
seminaries today in North America, that it looses focus on communally- 
grounded praxis that paves the way for future generations.
Third, the Sanfofa’s backward glance while flying forward 
underscores the validity of the bird’s journey since its flight can only 
achieve its directional goal with knowledge of its starting point. None of 
the New Testament makes sense without attention to the discovery of an 
empty tomb as recorded in the Gospel writings. Indeed, those particular 
writings “fly forward” as they glance backward in effort to discern events 
that led to discovery of an empty tomb. The continuing challenge in 
accredited theological education in North America is its habitual 
propensity to engage the Black experience as a sociological phenomenon 
rather than a theological one. As such, ITC’s approach to theological 
research and pedagogy, as informed by the Sankofa metaphor, must 
continually mine the theological resources of the African American 
religious experience in order to give validity to theological education that 
directionally moves forward in the plural world of the twenty-first century.
In looking back to fly forward, Alice Walker’s In Search o f Our 
Mother’s Gardens remembers women who knew of life’s beauty even 
amidst unspeakably ugly contradictions with which they lived as they flew 
forward for our generation:
They were women then 
My Mama ’s generation 
Husky o f voice -  Stout o f 
Step
4
Sankofa: One Heritage, Six Seminaries, One Hope
With fists as well as 
Hands












To discover books 
Desks
A place for us
How they knew what we
Must know
Without knowing a page o f it 
Themselves. 7
Today as we attempt, as a Christian Church in 2011, to fly forward 
toward a brighter future for all society in the 21st century, what can be 
learned from a backward glance to see how far we’ve come? How do we 
fly toward a brighter future for all of society, with the mythical egg in our 
mouths, hearts, and minds of today’s youthful generation? What is it that 
we remember in 2011 about theological education from our one heritage 
by peering back to see how far we’ve come?
1811: Theological Education at the beginning of the 19th Century
When we look back two hundred years ago to 1811, it is important to 
remember that just four years after the Reverend John Gloucester founded
7 Alice Walker. In Search o f Our Mothers ’ Gardens. New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1983,242.
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First African Presbyterian Church (1807) in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,8 
for most persons of African descent in the United States, their children 
were not considered their children. Their children were legally defined as 
the chattel property of the people who owned the so-called female slaves 
who had given birth to them.
This helps us better understand why, in 1811, a then little-known 
former slave by the name of Richard Allen had to sue in Pennsylvania 
courts for the right of his 13 year-old Philadelphia congregation to exist as 
an independent institution. Actually, the seeds of that congregation, Bethel 
AME Church, dated back some 20 years to 1787 with the founding of the 
Free African Society by Allen along with Absalom Jones. History records 
that, in 1787, they had been dragged from their knees in prayer at 
Philadelphia5 s St. George Methodist Church.
In 1811, it was illegal to teach people of African descent to read and 
write. As such, theological education for Black people in those days was 
not available in Ivy-league and similar institutions in this country. In 1811, 
theological education for Blacks came by way of the theology in slave 
spirituals as they tried to fly forward toward the challenges then-new 
nineteenth century. Their theological education consisted of songs like 
“Nobody Knows the Trouble I ’ve Seen, ” “Go Down Moses, Way Down in 
Egypt Land... Tell Ole Pharaoh, Let My People Go; ” “Sometimes I  Feel 
Like a Motherless Child, ” and “Oh Mary Don’t You Weep. ” This was the 
essence of transmitting theological education in their “invisible church” 
congregations in 1811 according to people like Albert Raboteau in his 
book entitled Slave Religion,9 or Katie Cannon’s Black Womanist Ethics,10 
and James Cone’s The Spirituals and the Blues."
8 http://www.brvnmawr.edu/cities/archx/05-600/prpk/p2/icecb/FirstAfrican rev, 
html / 2Aprll.
9 Albert J. Raboteau. Slave Religion: The ‘‘Invisible Institution ” in the Antebellum South. 
Oxford, 1978.
10 Katie G. Cannon. Black Womanist Ethics. Atlanta: American Academy of Religion, 
1988.
11 For further insight into the antebellum worship among the descendants of Africa, see 
Raboteau’s The Slave Church; Gayraud Wilmore’s Black Religion and Black Radicalism; 
James Cone’s The Spirituals and the Blues; Jacquelyn Grant’s White Women ’s Christ and
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1911: Theological Education at the beginning of the 20th Century
One hundred years later, in 1911, we must remember how the times 
had changed. Scarcely more than forty years earlier, the nation had just 
emerged from a most bloody and costly Civil War. Rebels fought fiercely 
against government forces to insure that the children of Black mothers 
would remain the property of the people who legally owned their mothers 
as property. Indeed, we sit in the city of Atlanta, Georgia that was once the 
rebel-held capital.
By 1911, our nation had been laboring for some 28 years under the 
weight of the 1883 Supreme Court decision that declared the Civil Rights 
Act o f 1875, unconstitutional. The Court had struck down the law that 
make discrimination in hotels, on trains, and other public places illegal, 
and in so doing, paved the way for legalized racial segregation, “Jim 
Crow” laws, or America5 s form of Apartheid that would last most of the 
20th century.
Theological education in 1911 took place in a society coping with the 
sad fact that during the sixteen years leading up to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the lynching of more than 2500 people had been 
documented and the vast majority of these were African Americans in the 
states of Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana.
In 1911, Atlanta was still recovering from the horrible race riots of 
1906 spawned by the city’s 60 percent population increase the decade 
between 1900 and 1910 and all the social, economic, and political 
problems of its fast-growing Black middle class. Atlanta was not the only 
city having recently experienced race riots: so had New York (August, 
1901), Springfield, OH (August, 1904), and Greensburg, IN (1906).
Great financial titans of American industry, in 1911, included such 
names as Alexander Graham Bell, Andrew Carnegie, Henry Ford, John D. 
Rockefeller, and J. P. Morgan. Because of her great skill in preparing and 
promoting of hair products around the nation, Madame C.J. Walker’s 
legendary wealth and influence in the field of cosmetology was the closest
Black Women ’s Jesus; Henry Wetchel’s African American Church; Riggins Earl’s Dark 
Symbols; Marsha Snulligan Haney’s Black Evangelism.
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replica back then of what Oprah Winfrey would become a century later in 
the area of media and entertainment.
Tuskegee Institute President Booker T. Washington was at the height 
of his public influence as he was attempting to define a practical solution 
for the new challenges the twentieth century was posing both socially, 
economically, politically, and spiritually. His most out-spoken critic, the 
Harvard-educated sociologist, Dr. William Edward Burghardt DuBois, had 
already defined a central challenge of the twentieth century as being “the 
problem of the color-line.”12
In 1911, the Gammon Theological Seminary, a Methodist school and 
founding member of the ITC consortium, was well established as a central 
meeting place for seeking out solutions to help Atlanta through its social 
challenges as it had done during the riots of 1906. The Turner School of 
Theology, also a founding ITC consortium member, was originally 
established as part of Morris Brown College in 1894. It was named in 
honor of the public leader and African Methodist Episcopal preacher who 
later became Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, who had been elected to the 
Georgia Legislature in 1868 during Reconstruction.
It is important to remember that in February 1867, a school for the 
training of clergy and other church leaders was organized in the 
Springfield Baptist Church of Augusta, Georgia giving rise to eventually 
what would become known as Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia. 
Some ninety years later, Dr. Benjamin Elijah Mays, as the college’s 
president would move to have this school, rooted in the Baptist tradition, 
move it’s department of religion to become a founding member of the ITC 
in 1958 in collaboration with Dr. Harry V. Richardson, then president of 
Methodist’s Gammon Theological Seminary.
Charlotte, NC’s Biddle Memorial Institute formed in 1867 by 
Presbyterians to educate newly freed Blacks for public leadership, by 1911 
had been in existence for more than 40 years. It had graduated its first of 
three persons in 1872. As it looked toward the twentieth century in 1911, 
little did its leaders realize that it would eventually become Johnson C.
12 W. E. B. DuBois. Souls o f Black Folk. Originally published 1903.
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Smith University in 1923, later giving rise to a religion department that 
would ultimately become known as the Johnson C. Smith Theological 
Seminary, which in 1969 became part of the ITC consortium in Atlanta.
How could the people in 1911 know that in 1945, the Christian 
Methodist Church would establish its Philips Theological Seminary as part 
of Lane College (Jackson, MS) to further the cause of theological 
education as a means of strengthening social justice for all people and in 
1959, become a founding member of the ITC? How could anyone have 
envisioned that in 1970, the Charles Mason Theological Seminary of the 
Church of God in Christ would establish its campus as part of an 
Interdenominational Theological Center with the same spiritual goals in 
mind?
Because of segregation laws in 1911, Black clergy who wanted 
graduate theological education were able to do so through one of these 
schools. In fact, more than ninety-five percent of all Blacks receiving 
theological education in 1911 were students of one of these seminaries or 
others like them.
2011: Theological Education at the beginning of the 21st Century
Unlike 1911, we err if we do not take cognizance of the fact that in 
2011 more than eighty-percent o f all Black students receiving theological 
education today are enrolled in historically White theological institutions 
whose heritage, 100 years ago, did not know the theological perspectives 
that shape the heritage of the students they now serve.
As we fly forward in the 2011, many have declared the twenty-first 
century to be the age wherein we have entered the “post-racial society.” 
Exhibit “A” for this broad assertion is the fact that, for the first time in its 
history, a person of African American heritage has been elected President 
of the United States of America. Today, more and more voices are being 
heard suggesting that historically Black schools and colleges have outlived 
their usefulness and are no longer needed. Besides, it is claimed, they 
ordinarily are assumed to be inferior to most of their historically Euro- 
American counterparts.
9
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Within the next decade or shortly thereafter, it is projected that for the 
first time in the United States’ history most of the people in the schools of 
higher learning in the U.S.A. will be people of color. As such, in 2011 
majority educational institutions throughout the United States are 
preparing for this eventually by aggressively recruiting faculty and 
students of color and generally positioning themselves so as to be prepared 
for this new reality in U.S. society. Today, Durham, NC’s Duke 
University’s website concerning its strategic plan proudly proclaims that 
more than a third of its students are students of color.13
Frankly, I do not see this as a bad thing. Rather, I see such realities as 
signs of hope as society begins to acknowledge, at various levels, that the 
time for White racial supremacy is out. We have to fly toward creating the 
society Martin Luther King, Jr. referred to as the “beloved community” 
where all people are judged not by “the color of their skin, but by the 
content of their character.”14
Indeed, things have changed for the better in last 100 years. Yet, let us 
remember not be beguiled by false prophets among us who, in the words 
of the prophet Jeremiah, “have treated the (spiritual) wounds o f God’s 
people carelessly saying ‘ Peace, peace, when there is no peace. ” 
(Jeremiah 6:14). We must remember that some people gathered at the 
Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C. on August 28, 2010 under the 
guise of honoring Martin Luther King, Jr. only to declare that “social 
justice” is not part of the Gospel of Jesus Christ! This suggests that 
theological education still has not flown as far as is needed to get us to 
“the beloved community” envisioned by Martin King. Such a 
misunderstanding of the Gospel is clearly opposed to the understanding of 
the “beloved community” symbolized in the egalitarian-oriented lives of 
people like Harriet Tubman, Toussaint L’Ouverture, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Mohandas Gandhi, Desmond Tutu, or Tibet’s Dali Lama.
How do we address the remnants of structural racism that remain with 
us in 2011? We see, for example, statistics concerning health disparities
13 http://stratplan.duke.edu/goals 2.html / 13 March 2012.
14 Quoted from James M. Washington (ed). The Essential Writings and Speeches o f 
Martin Luther King, Jr. San Francisco: Harper, 1986,219.
10
Sankofa: One Heritage, Six Seminaries, One Hope
like diabetes, asthma, hypertension, and amputations among the poor and 
people of color as compared to the majority population. We know the 
prison statistics that document horrendous facts that Black males from 20 
to 39 years old accounted for about a third of all sentences prison inmates 
under state or federal jurisdiction although African American men 
nationwide account for less than 6 percent of the population. Moreover, 
there has been a 42 percent jump in the number of Black females 
incarcerated over the past fifteen years.15 All this is against a backdrop 
where historically Black institutions of higher learning continue to 
struggle financially. Conversely, the financial superiority of historically 
White institutions in higher education is well documented.16 These schools 
are able to buy faculty and students and sports programs. Look at the 
record of the championship sports teams, whether in collegiate basketball, 
football, or other sports. The financing of the athletic programs of 
historically majority institutions dwarfs that of their HBCUs by 
comparison.
Flying Toward a Brighter Future: One Hope
The challenge for theological education borne of our heritage is great 
as we fly forward into the twenty-first century. Moving beyond the first 
decade of 2011, a reality that Benjamin Mays and Joseph Nicholson 
documented in 1933 sadly still exists today: about eighty percent of Black 
Clergy still have no formal graduate theological seminary education. 
Women are still barred from clergy leadership and the pulpits of many 
churches. As a society, we must fly further. Sexual orientation is still a 
taboo-subject in most religious education classes in our time and the rights 
of women to make decisions concerning their own sexual health and well- 
being are still being challenged by men in positions of policy-making and 
financial influence and power. Too many of our churches are silent when 
public attacks are made on the collective bargaining rights of working
15 Quoted from Ronald E. Peters. Urban Ministry: An Introduction. Nashville: Abigdon, 
2007.
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people, the dismantling of pension programs, and the scandalous 
incarceration rates of Black men and women. Clearly, theological 
education has got to fly a little further toward the Hope!
Too many Christians are silent, or at best, confused into a spiritual 
stupor such that we have no clear theological analysis today in the face of 
all the bizarre lengths to which our society will go to justify spending 
money on war instead of education of children and on healthcare for the 
vulnerable. These are matters that require serious theological 
investigation. As we try to fly forward looking back, history reveals that 
Christian leaders in Germany got together in 1939 in response to the Third 
Reich and drafted the Theological Declaration o f Barmen, in effect 
affirming the ancient biblical admonition (Amos 5:24): “Let justice roll 
down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”
Nearly 80 years ago, Dr Carter G. Woodson, complained about The 
Miseducation o f the Negro.17 Today, I fear for the mis-education o f the 
nation by a proliferation of misinformation through the preoccupation with 
trivia posing as information or news: who loss how many pounds? Whose 
house will get a make-over? Who did this entertainer or that athlete sleep 
with or divorce? Yet, information that should inspire and challenge us to 
reach higher is frequently down-played in media in favor of 
sensationalized trivia. Why is there little or no public focus on growing 
poverty in our nation? Why is no serious attention given to the chronic 
reality that most of the people in the very community surrounding this 
Atlanta University Center, one of the great citadels of higher education in 
the world (notice I did not say “Black” higher education) has an average 
household income (not personal), of about $ 19,000/annually? Theological 
education must fly a little further and higher toward the HOPE.
How do we fly forward toward the Hope of a brighter future against 
this backdrop of current challenges with the egg of our future generation 
carried in our mouths, hearts, and minds? First, I suggest in looking back 
what we really see is that our heritage is deeper than we often 
acknowledge. Although heritage is indivisibly framed by the experience of
17 Carter G. Woodson. The Mis-Education o f the Negro. Africa World Press, first 
published 1933.
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culture, but it is not limited by the parameters of culture. Culture is but the 
window that allows us to see much further into the historical lens than 
segregation, lynching, auction blocks, and slave-ships. The story goes far 
deeper into Ghanian and Mali Empires.
The heritage, indeed, goes even further and can be found in the glory 
days ancient Ethiopia and her daughter of the lower Nile, Egypt. We can 
identify traces of this heritage in stories such as the epic struggles of a 
people to escape the “Black on Black crime” of a Pharaoh attempting to 
crush the dreams of enslaved people whose only request was to be allowed 
to go and worship God as a means of affirming their freedom. This one 
heritage in ITC’s roots includes the struggles of women identified with 
legendary Biblical leaders like Naomi and Ruth who, by faith, redefined 
their own lives from tragedy to triumph. Our heritage grows out of sagas 
like the biblical story of a Queen named Esther (Esther 1-4), who 
struggled to expose the imperial oppression of minorities in a nation. Our 
heritage is defined by men like the prophet Jeremiah, who confessed that 
the weight of oppressive realities can, sometimes, make one want to keep 
silent and not speak about God. Yet, Jeremiah had to acknowledge that the 
believer’s quest for righteousness in society is ultimately like a “fire shut 
up in your bones.” (Jeremiah 29:9)
The one heritage includes stories of Ezekiel in a “valley of dry bones’5 
(Ezekiel 37:1-10) or Daniel in a “lion’s den” (Daniel 6:16-23). This is the 
heritage that gave rise to these six seminaries that, beginning in 1958, 
initiated a unified consortium that affirms its mission as follows:
The mission of the Interdenominational Theological Center is to 
educate for the Church and the global community, Christian 
leaders who are committed to and practice a liberating and 
transforming spirituality, academic discipline, justice and peace, an 
appreciation of religious, gender, and cultural diversity, and a 
desire to engage the public arena for the common good.18
The power of the heritage that prompted these six seminaries is the same 
power that, in the process, gave rise to every school that is the Atlanta
18 Interdenominational Theological Center Academic Catalog, 2008-2012. 15.
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University Center Consortium. But the heritage did not stop there: can any 
of us name a historically Black private (or public) college or university 
that was not started because somebody prayed, or met on their behalf in 
some church one day? But our heritage does not stop there. As we fly 
forward toward the Hope, looking back, can any among us name even one 
of the venerable “Ivy League ” schools of the dominant culture that did not 
start because somebody prayed or met on their behalf in some church one 
day?
“Re-membering” the significance of the religious heritage from 
which the Black experience in America was drawn, it is essential that we 
fly forward, Sankofa style, toward the Hope a brighter future carrying the 
egg of a new generation in our mouths, hearts, and minds, that we move 
contributing toward a world that shall embody the best spiritual and 
egalitarian values of our foreparents. Looking back to this heritage, we 
must fly toward that spiritual and physical ecological Hope where the 
earth and all its inhabitants... will not be exposed to unfettered radioactive 
melt-downs; where people who happen to live on the wrong side of huge 
and imposing walls, whether in Palestine or in Ireland, will not be 
separated from family, jobs, or freedom because of fear; and toward that 
place where HIV/AIDS and drug addiction will be history. We must surge 
forward toward that brighter Hope where homelessness will disappear and 
people will no longer lose their homes to foreclosure while big global 
corporations, on the heels of huge profits, can still find ways to pay no 
taxes.
As we fly toward that Hope of a brighter future, it is clear that 
heritage that gave rise to these six seminaries is none other than the one 
built upon the Hope toward which we still fly: the Hope lifted in the words 
of the song our parents sang:
My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus ’ 
blood and righteousness. I  dare not trust the 
sweetest frame, but wholly lean on Jesus’ 
name.
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On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand, All other 
ground is sinking sand. All other ground is 
sinking sand.19
19 Carpenter, Delores and Williams, Nolan E., Jr (eds). African American Heritage 
Hymnal. Chicago: Gia Publications, 2001, 385.
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INTELLECTUAL FAITH PRACTITIONERS: AFRICAN 
AMERICAN THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION IN THE 
TWENTIETH-FIRST CENTURY
Reverend Katie G. Cannon1
Abstract
The first component of our mission as intellectual-faith- 
practitioners is to carve out epistemological space so that we chronicle 
intergenerational and multigenerational life paths to God, our Creator 
and Sustainer. The second component is this; theological educators must 
grasp the innermost, nitty-gritty essentials of the canon within the canon, 
in order to broaden our religious imagination through paradigms of 
cross-cultural and intergenerational interactions. Those of us in the inner 
circle, responsible for training the next generation of religious leaders, we 
must decode, decipher, and translate that which is present and available, 
but is not readily assessable or recognizable. KT
As African American intellectual faith practitioners, I want to delineate 
two theoretical coordinates that impact the ongoing development of Black 
theological education in the 21st century.
1 The Rev. Dr. Katie G. Cannon is currently the Annie Scales Rogers Professor of 
Christian Ethics at Presbyterian Seminary, Richmond, VA. She delivered this lecture at 
one of the sessions during the inauguration of the Dr. Ronald E. Peters as the eighth 




African American professors and students of religion must raise 
the bar and set high standards in using analytical tools that probe silences, 
erasures, gaps, and distortions about Black Christians as God-talkers and 
faith walkers. Living in our postmodern world, we must bring reason and 
research to bear on the realities of academic politics, wherein far too often 
the study of Black Religion is pushed to the margins, due to inattention, 
the impulse to cut comers, lack of vital engagement, conventional 
answers, and conceptual timidity. Thus, the first component of our mission 
as intellectual-faith-practitioners is to carve out epistemological space so 
that we chronicle intergenerational and multigenerational life paths to 
God, our Creator and Sustainer. We are called to exegete circumstances in 
the dailiness of life that whisper grace within our incamational social 
selves. In other words, it is crucial for educated clergy to know how to 
debunk, unmask, and disentangle the uneasy alliance between imperial 
power and its suffering underside—looted indigenous populations, 
trampled religious cultures, and neo-slavery regulated by globalizing 
terrorist force. We must use our knowledge about right and wrong, about 
good and evil, to speak truth and expose lies.
According to the Reverend Doctor Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, 
(January 12, 1880 -  September 10, 1976), the first African American 
president of Howard University, who traveled some 25,000 miles a year 
speaking about the love and providence of a just and holy God, our first 
task is to think. Rev. Dr. Johnson articulated this core belief this way: “I 
have traveled the world and on every soil, what I have found is those who 
think, govern those who toil.”2 Our confidence should grow from the 
conviction that there is a large body of ecumenical and 
interdenominational religious data about obedience to God^ will that we 
inherited but we have not yet fully actualized— testimonies of survival
2 Richard I. McKinney, Mordecai -  The Man and His Message: The Story o f Mordecai 
Wyatt Johnson (Wash. D.C.: Howard Univ. Pr., 1997); Michael R. Winston, ed. 
Education for Freedom: A Documentary Tribute to Celebrate the Fiftieth Anniversary o f 
the Election o f Mordecai W. Johnson as President o f Howard University (Wash., D.C.: 
Moorland-Spingam Research Center, 1976); Rayford W. Logan, Howard University: The 
First Hundred Years, 7&57-79<57(NYU Pr., 1969).
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and embedded retentions of indigenous African religions that call us to 
deepen both our faith and our scholarship.
Dr. Carter Godwin Woodson, (December 19, 1875 -  April 3, 
1950), historian, author, journalist and the founder of the Association for 
the Study of African American Life and History summed up the challenge 
to cultivate our minds in this way:
If you control a man’s thinking, you don’t have to worry about his 
actions. If you can determine what a man thinks, you do not have 
to worry about what he will do. If you can make a man believe 
that he is inferior, you don’t have to compel him to seek an inferior 
status, he will do so without being told, and if you can make a man 
believe he is justly an outcast, you don’t have to order him to the 
back door, he will go to the back door on his own and if there is no 
back door, the very nature of the man will demand that you build 
one.3
Minister Malcolm X, (May 19, 1925 -  February 21, 1965), assessed this 
type of non-thinking at its most destructive manifestation as “rape of the 
psyche.”4
What distinguish African American theological education in the 
21st century are the ongoing analytical methodologies in our curricula, 
instructional styles, and emancipatory exercises that allow us to read 
Christian history via the theological narratives of enslaved Africans via 
our most immediate fore-parents. Black Christians’ epistemology offers 
particular compelling visions of love for neighbor and justice-making- 
ministries for our communities.
Part of the larger effort of Dr. Charles H. Long, one of the founders 
of the Society for the Study of Black Religion, is to get us “to think with,
3 Carter G. Woodson, The Mis-Education o f the Negro (Wash., D.C.: The Associated 
Pub., 1933); Jacqueline Anne Goggin, Carter G. Woodson: A Life in Black History 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ Pr., 1997).
4 Malcolm X, The Autobiography o f Malcolm X  (NY: Penguin Modem Classics, 2010); 




to think through, and to think about thinking in the study of religion.” 5 He 
makes a strong case for addressing the family-ghost of the Middle Passage 
that required African people to think with their bodies in the midst of 
horrific terror. Long contends that transatlantic slavery was the beginning 
of the democratization of evil in the modem world.
Enslaved people who were thrust into the Atlantic world had to 
find a new power of being. African women, men, and children had 
to find a power that would sustain their human being-ness because 
the powers-that-be would not sustain them. There had to be some 
other worldview than the vision of Europeans from maritime 
Christian countries who were running the 40,000 slave ships that 
traveled the waters of the Atlantic Ocean. There had to be some 
other kind of condition of being a human being than the one put 
forth by the practitioners of democracy who lied and cheated, who 
stole and lynched, who raped anytime they wanted with impunity. 
So African people in the Americas created a new ontology in order 
to live in the New World.6
This sensitivity to our ontology and contextuality destabilizes White 
norms as the standard for training the next generation of clergy and 
religious educators.
Based on cultural milieu and socio-political settings, the stories 
about the various ways we learn to think with our bodies serve as counter- 
narratives that offer a persistent critique of the received traditional 
interpretations of scripture and doctrine lying beneath ecclesiastical 
organizations. Such texts demonstrate how the kinetic mining of African 
Americans5 religious subjectivity situated in particular time and specific 
place is central to justice-making transformation.
Particularly, when Christians cultivate thinking as a spiritual 
discipline, we not only challenge the basic assumptions and prevailing
5 Charles H. Long, Significations: Signs, Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation o f 
Religion 2nd ed (Davies Group Pub., 2004).
6 Notes from a lecture delivered by Charles H. Long, April 2, 2002, at Virginia Union 
School of Theology in Richmond, VA.
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paradigms in our inherited traditions, but we become part of a larger 
effort that enables women and men, youth and adults to engage in faithful 
acts of resistance. As members of the body of Christ, the Black Church’s 
internal criterion requires intellectual faith practitioners throughout the 
African Diaspora to critique hegemonic normative logic that holds 
institutionalized oppression in place. Clergy and laity must seriously 
analyze facts that disadvantage members of our communities, so that we 
can teach others how to withhold obedience from those who have been 
given official status in institutions and agencies and yet they defraud and 
exploit the masses.
2. To Celebrate
Now, the second half of our 21st century mission as intellectual- 
faith-practitioners is to celebrate liturgical praxis and sacramental rites that 
intersect localized congregations with the globalized Church. Filled with 
holy boldness, we understand corporate worship as a time to replenish as 
we go forth heeding the cries of humanity and the environment, no matter 
the cost.
In the face of deep economic and social divisions among African peoples, 
on the continent and throughout the Diaspora, we as God-fearing 
Christians are called to create a just world. Knowing how to think 
critically is not enough. We must apply, preserve, and transmit from 
generation to generation received wisdom that spring forth from deeply- 
held feelings and religious beliefs. Moving between thinking and 
participating in the sacramental rites of African American parishioners 
who symbolically codify God’s continuous revelation within creation is 
the essence of culturally sensitive liturgical praxis.
Zora Neale Hurston, (January 7, 1891 -  January 28, 1961), the 
most prolific Black woman writer in the USA from 1925 to 1960, and a 
cultural anthropologist, presents a profound challenge to seminary 
students and professors. Hurston argued that it is essential for people 
living in situations of oppression to create our own camouflaged system of
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signals, attitudes, habits, and artifacts. We must investigate those who 
willfully indoctrinated us into centuries-old customs, habits, myths, mores, 
written as well as unwritten commandments that do not embrace our well- 
being.
Hurston cautioned those who are severely disadvantaged by 
systemic racism, gender-specific modes of subjugation, and hoity-toity 
class elitism, that we must be very careful when it comes to sharing with 
others the wisdom embedded in our communities. Hurston says that too 
often, far too often, outsiders who study us will use the very data 
regarding our prevailing beliefs and cultural conventions as strategic 
boomerangs to ricochet back and destroy us. The masked 
unconsciousness of African Americans is feather-bed resistance, thickly 
textured coded socio-religious-cultural practices that signal conscious 
tactical maneuvers that protect cherished insider-information.
Here in the 21st century theological educators must grasp the 
innermost, nitty-gritty essentials of the canon within the canon, in order to 
broaden our religious imagination through paradigms of cross-cultural and 
intergenerational interactions. Those of us in the inner circle, responsible 
for training the next generation of religious leaders, we must decode, 
decipher, and translate that which is present and available, but is not 
readily assessable or recognizable. The path-breaking, prophetic sermons, 
music, prayers, proverbs, confessions, ceremonies and special occasions 
created by Black Christians bring to the forefront life-texts that previously 
have been either ignored, dismissed, or under-theologized. Specifically, 
our task is to record the God-talk of the muted voices of those most 
dispossessed.
And as we read, partake, and celebrate new information and sacred 
rituals, we need to wrestle with these types of questions: what is the faith 
formation we received, the religious teachings bequeathed to us, the 
teaching about the Divine that we are heirs to? We must come to terms 
with the spirit-guides who advise and inspire us, the spirit-guides who 
attend to and direct us. How can we most effectively digest and assimilate 
this theological food for our souls?” What are effective ways to connect 
creators of new knowledge both to the traditional fields in theological 
education and yet beyond the ivory tower to a wider world with broader 
constituencies of religious concerns?
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More than three decades ago when I entered Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary at the Interdenominational Theological Center, Professor G. 
Murray Branch lectured with prophetic authority about how everybody 
does not possess the know-out regarding the shifting geographies that 
frame transoceanic interconnectivity and complex webs of reciprocity. In 
one of his unforgettable Old Testament classes Dr. Branch proclaimed 
“everything that we need in life comes from the land, except for love and 
sunshine.”
So, here in the second decade of the 21st century, let us engage in 
rigorous inventory concerning the following: what are we doing to 
enhance our imagination, energy, and unswerving critique of state- 
sanctioned -isms and increasing inequities among the growing number of 
landless people? What is God laying on our heart-of-hearts about 
effective ways to do ministry with and among those who are banished 
from their plot and province, dispersed from habitation and homestead, 
displaced from humble abode and familiar address, ostracized from the 
dusty dirt and gritty ground where they were bom, deported from and 
made a fugitive-on-the-run, immigrants and refugees from the only 
residential place and living spaces that they call home?
As stewards of divinely entrusted material possessions, charged 
with the sacred responsibility of justice-praxis for members of our species 
and the wider environment in which we are situated, our true worship of 
God is evidenced in a love ethic that is expressed in mutual equality, a 
process of making genuine, demonstrable, honest-to-goodness, right- 
relating connections with all living things—humans, animals, plants, 
microorganisms as well as minerals and others; components of the 
cosmos, in order to mend, to repair, to revitalize, and to make healthy the 
Earth and all that is in it, on it, around it, and in between. All in all, at the 
core of our theological understanding, we affirm that a God-pleasing faith 
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CAN ANCIENT AFRICAN STYLES OF MAKING DECISIONS IN 
THE EARLY CHURCH STILL WORK TODAY?
Mark Ellingsen1
Ever been in a contentious church meeting or school meeting? 
Likely they were meetings where, to paraphrase the lyrics of the old Joe 
Jones rock classic, “We taw -  aw -  awawawawk -  we talk too much!” 
Unproductive decision-making processes without civility are one of the 
curses of church work and even sometimes of life in the academy. Could it 
be that the early church, inspired by African roots, can provide another 
model -  one that is characteristically African?
I have been thinking and learning about these issues a lot over the 
last decade, as thanks to the recommendations of former ITC President 
Michael Battle and the previous Provost Edward Wimberly I served as a 
Scholar Consultant for a Lilly Endowment-funded Congregational 
Discernment Project, studying, under the auspices of Quaker scholars, the 
resources of the historic model for decision-making employed by the 
Society of Friends. This model (called “discernment” by Quaker scholars 
and termed “consensus” in the ecumenical world) is all the ecumenical 
rage these days. It has been embraced by a number of union churches in 
the Southern Hemisphere, notably by the Uniting Church of Australia. 
The Central Committee of the World Council of Churches adopted it in 
2005 as the Council’s official decision-making model.2
Essentially this model puts an end to Robert’s Rules of Order and 
voting on issues. In its place, premium is put on discerning the Will of 
God through consensus. In the Quaker model this transpires through the 
discipline of silence, which is itself seen as worship. Decision-making 
takes place after worship. Then the society makes its decisions.
1 Mark Ellingsen is professor of Church History at Interdenominational Theological 
Center.
2 Friedrich Degenhardt, “Consensus: a colorful farewell to majority rule” (June 10. 
2005), at Grace, “Voting Not to Vote -  Toward Consensus in the WCC,” Quaker 
Religious Thought (Nov. 2006): 48-54.
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Instead of motions and votes made and cast in the meeting, 
preceded by speaking to the issue in an effort to convince participants of 
the virtues of one’s position, the Quaker heritage would have participants 
quietly await consensus to emerge.3 In these circles it is bad (spiritual) 
etiquette to talk unless you feel convicted by the Holy Spirit to speak the 
Will of God.4
Eventually, usually after significant periods of silence (perhaps 
hours and days), a talented Clerk (we might regard him or her as one of 
the Elders of the community) summarizes the consensus of the meeting, 
though this is put before the meeting only to gain whether the meeting’s 
sense has been captured.
One of my jobs in this project was to discern how the early Church 
(in the centuries immediately following the Biblical era) made decisions. 
Project organizers (Quakers) were hoping to make the case that their 
technique was not peculiar to the Friends’ heritage and others they have 
influenced, but that theirs was a decision-making model that is truly 
catholic, embedded in the catholic heritage.
The case for that point seems to be viable. Though New 
Testament Studies is not my specialty, a reading of the first catholic 
decision-making body of the young Church, the Jerusalem Council (Acts 
15) lends some credence to the conclusion that something like the Friends’ 
model of discernment/consensus was in operation. No vote was taken to 
decide in favor of the admission of Gentiles into the Church. But it is 
reported that the assembly was silent (σιγάω) while Paul and Barnabas 
spoke (v.12), that James articulated the decision (v.19), but that this was 
with the consent of the whole Church (v.22).
My research indicated that not surprisingly this style of Apostolic 
decision-making characterized the early Councils and Synods of the
3 See North Carolina Yearly Meeting of Friends, Faith and Practice (Greensboro, NC, 
1985), p. 39.
4 Lon Fendall, “The Individual Enters Into the Decision-Making Process,” in Lon Fendall 
et al, Practicing Discernment Together (Newberg, OR: Barclay Press, 2007), p.58.
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Church. There we have it: The way to make Christian corporate decisions 
is to remain silent, to avoid voting, and to await consensus to emerge, as 
articulated by gifted Elders. But wait: It is not so simple as that.
Dissenting Voices
Just when it seemed that the historical data supported the Biblical 
and ancient character of the Quaker/new ecumenical style of decision 
making, some troubling insights emerge. A recent book by Yale Historian 
Ramsay Macmullen argues that the early Councils of the Church operated 
with democratic processes not unlike those which characterized most 
public forums in the Roman Empire.5 His thesis was essentially developed 
over a century ago by P. Batiffol and H. Gelzer, both of whom have 
argued that the early African Synods and the ecumenical Councils were 
conducted according to the procedures of the Roman Senate.6 These books 
clearly challenge the claim that the Quaker model of consensus decision- 
making is reflected in the early Church.
In our context (the Black church) other challenges should be raised 
to the viability of the Quaker model. Its stress on silence as an entrée to 
the Will of God seems at odds with the joyful, celebrative, oral character 
of Black church institutions. And yet there is something attractive in the 
Quaker quest for consensus. Its integration of worship and decision- 
making is certainly in harmony with the holism of African cosmology. 
The Quaker heritage may also have resonance in view of this tradition’s 
notable involvement in America in the abolitionist cause and in sponsoring 
Underground Railway stations. But a careful study of the Acts (official 
transcripts) of the Church’s first Councils and Synods also suggests how 
early Christianity in its official conclaves found a manner of decision- 
making that seems to blend the elements of traditional African ways of
5 Ramsay MacMullen, Voting About God in Early Church Councils (New Haven and 
London:
6 H. Geizer, Ausgewahlte kleine Schriften (Leipzig, 1907), p. 144; P. Batiffol, “Le 
regiement des previeres conciles africaines,” Bulletin d ’ancienne literature et 
d ’archeologie chrétiennes 3 (1913): 3-19. Battifol only sees the Western tradition in this 
way, while in his view in the East the synod modeled debates as transpired in the schools 
of the Empire.
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corporate decision-making with the best characteristics of the Friends’ 
heritage of discernment through consensus.
Survey of Early Christian Decision-Making
A Letter of Constantine nicely summarizes how the first so-called 
Ecumenical Council (one recognized by all the denominations), the 
Council of Nicea, arrived at a decision regarding the celebration of Easter:
To sum up in a few words: By the unanimous judgment o f all, 
[italics mine] it has been decided that the most holy festival of 
Easter should be everywhere celebrated on one and the same day, 
and it is not seemly that in so holy a thing there should be any 
division.7
Another report (by Eusebius of Caesarea) indicates that the Council 
achieved agreement on the Credal formulation in a similar manner:
In this manner numberless assertions were put forth by each party, 
and a violent controversy arose at the very commencement. 
Notwithstanding this, the emperor gave patient audience to all 
alike, and received every proposition with steadfast attention, and 
by occasionally assisting the argument of each party in turn he 
gradually disposed even the most vehement disputants to a 
reconciliation... The result was that they were not only united as 
concerning the faith, but at the same time for the celebration of the 
salutary feast of Easter was agreed on by all.8
7 Constantine, Epistola Consantini ad Ecclesias de Synodo Nicaena (“Letter of the 
Emperor To All Those Not Present At the Council [of Nicea]”) (325), in Nicene and 
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 2, Vol. 14 eds. Phillip Schaff and Henry Wace (28 vols.; 2nd 
print. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995-1999), p. 55[hereafter NPNF]: 
“Atque ut summatim ac breviter dicam, placuite communi omnium judicio, ut 
sanctissimae Paschae Festivitas uni eodemque die celebratetur.”
8 Eusebius of Caesarea, De Vita Constantini (“The Life of the Blessed Emperor 
Constantine”) (n.d.), III. XIII-XIV, in NPNF 2/1: 523: “Πλείστων δη ταϋθ’ ύφ' έκατέρου 
τάγματος προτεινομενων, πολλής τ' άμφιλογίας τα πρώτα συνισταμένης, άνεξικάκως 
έττηκροδτο βασιλεύς των πάντων, σχολ$ τ' εύτόνω τάς προτάσεις ύπεδέχετο, έν μερει τ'
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These versions of the Council are ratified by Athanasius who was also 
present as an aide to the Alexandrian Bishop and wrote:
On this the Bishops, having negatived the terms they [the Arians] 
invented, published sound and ecclesiastical faith; and, as all 
subscribed it, Eusebius [the Arian] and his fellows subscribed it 
also in those very words.. .9
Much the same decision-making ethos was evidenced in 343 (344) 
at the Council of Sardica, a conclave of Western Bishops intending to 
defend Athanasius in his apologetic work on behalf of the Nicene formula. 
In each Canon introduced by Bishop Hosius of Corduba the Bishops are 
reported as consenting to the proposal with pleasure.10 Similar decision- 
making styles are evidenced in various African synods of the later 4th 
century like Carthage in 387 or 390,11 in 397,12 in 401,13 (though few of 
the canons of that synod report the decision-making processes14), in 403,15 
and one of the 407 Carthaginian Synod Canons.1 Consensus of the 
Bishops also is the means of adopting at least one of the canons in a 418 
Synod of Carthage.17 as well as at a synod held in 402 at Milevis.18
άντιλαμβανόμενος των παρ' έκατέρου τάγματος λεγομένων, ήρέμα συνήγαγε τους 
φιλονείκως ένισταμένους.”
9 Athanasius, De Decretis “Defence of the Nicene Definition” (c.346-356), II.3, in ANF 
2/4: 152: “Oi τοίνυν επίσκοποι, λοιπον άνελόντες τά παρ' αυτών έπινοηθέντα Ρήματα, 
ούτως έξέθεντο κατ' αυτών τήν ύγιαίνουσαν καί εκκλησιαστικήν πίστιν· πάντων τε 
ύπογραψάντων, υπέγραψαν καί οί περι Ευσέβιον τούτοις τοις ρήμασιν, οΤς αίτιώνται νυν
r »ουτοι.
10The Canons of the Council of Sardica (c.343-344), Canon I, in NPNF 2/14: 415ff.
11 The Canons of the CCXVII Blessed Fathers Who Assembled At Carthage (419), 
Canons VII, IX (Canons vi and vii of the Synod of Carthage [387/390] ), in NPNF 2/14: 
446,447.
12 Ibid., Canons XLVIII, LUI, LVI (Canons j,v, vii of the Synod of Carthage [397]), in 
NPNF 2/14: 464,467,470.
13 Ibid., Canon LXV, (Canon ix of the Synod of Carthage [401]), in NPNF 2/14: 475.
14 Ibid., Canons LXVIff. (Canons of the 401 Synod of Carthage), in NPNF 2/14: 475ff.
15 Ibid.,Canons XCI- XCIV (the first two are Canons j,ij of the Synod of Carthage 
[403]), in NPNF 2/14: 487-490
16Ibid., Canon CVI (Canon xij of the Synod of Carthage [407]), in NPNF 2/14: 495.
17 Ibid., Canon XXVII (Canon xix of Synod of Carthage [418]), in NPNF 2/14: 503.
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Arriving a consensus as a mode of decision-making is not just a 
Quaker approach. It is the way decisions are made and implemented in 
many African societies.19 Other examples of consensus decision-making 
by the Church abound. At an earlier Synod of Carthage in 258, all the 
Bishops spoke individually in support of a Letter written by Cyprian of 
Carthage insisting on the rejection of the Baptism of heretics. He spoke 
first, and at the end pronounced their consensus.20 Pronouncements by the 
elders after the fashion of African elders seem evidenced in this
.ecclesiastical decisionל 1
The practice of declaring a consensus after each Bishop speaks to 
the issue considered is evidenced in the Acts of the 394 Council of 
Constantinople Under Nectarius of Constantinople and Theophilus of 
Alexandria. Later we see something like the Nicene model of decision- 
making operating in the 431 Council of Ephesus:
And after this letter [Cyril’s Letter to Nestorius] was read, Cyril, 
the Bishop of Alexandria, said, What seems good to this holy and 
great synod with regard to the letter just read? All the bishops cried
18 Ibid., Canon XC [Canon IV of Synod of Milevis [402], in NPNF 2/14: 485.
19 Kwasi Wiredu, “Democracy and Consensus in African Traditional Politics: A Plea for 
a Non-party Polity,” in Postcolonial African Philosophy: A Critical Reader, ed. Emanuel 
Chukwudi Eze (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), pp.303ff.; George B. N. 
Ayittey, Africa Betrayed (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), pp.40-41; Sandra 
Du’Sung, Traditional Leadership and Democratization in Southern Africa: A 
Comparative Study o f Botswana, Namibia, and Southern Africa_ (London: Transaction 
Publishers, 2000), p.89; K. A. Busia, Africa in Search o f Democracy (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1967), p.28, pertaining to the Akans of Ghana; New Country 
Foundation, “Toward a New Country in East Africa,” p.3 (1996-1997), at 
http://libertariannation.org/a/f42n 1 .html (accessed Aug.25, 2010), pertaining to many 
East African villages.
20 The Seventh Council of Carthage Under Cyprian (258), in ANF 5:565-572; cf. The 
Synod Held At Carthage Over Which Presided the Great and Holy Martyr Cyprian, 
Bishop of Carthage (257), in NPNF 2/14: 517
Lewis H. Gann and Peter Duignan, Africa and the World: An introduction To the 
History o f Sub-Saharan Africa (San Francisco: Chandler Pub, 1972), pp.80,83.
22 Acts of the Council of Constaninople Under Nectarius of Constantinople and 
Theophilus of Alexandria (257), in NPNF 2/14: 514.
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out together: Whoever does not anathematize Nestorius let him be 
anathema.23
Note the enthusiasm of the Bishops, as they cry out in consensus to what 
has been read. A report from the Second Session of the Council of 
Chalcedon held in 451 is relevant:
When all were seated before the rails of the most holy altar, the 
most superb and glorious and the great senate said; At a former 
meeting the question was examined of the condemnation of the 
most reverend bishop Flavian of blessed memory and Eusebius... 
What course we should pursue in this matter became clear after 
your deliberations... that all ambiguity be taken away, by the 
agreement and consent o f all the holy fathers [italics mine]... and 
by their united exposition and doctrine... The most reverend 
bishops cried: These are the opinions of all of us... The most 
reverend bishops cried out; This is the orthodox faith; this we all 
believe...
Later the Council proceedings report other enthusiastic affirmations of 
consensus by all the Bishops to points made by the speakers.24 There is an
23 Acts of the Council of Ephesus (431), Session I, in ANF 2/14:199: “Πάυτες oí 
έπίσκοποι άμα'... βοήσαν■ Ό  μη άναθεματίζων Νεστόριον, άνάθεμα ίσω.”
24 Acts of the Council of Chalcedon (451), Sessions I-II, in NPNF 2/14:248, 249. καί 
καθεσθέντων πάντων προ των καγκέλλων του αγίου θυσιαστηρίου οί μεγαλοπρεπέστατοι 
κα'ι ενδοξότατοι άρχοντες καί ή υπερφυής σύγκλητος είπον· Τήι προτεραίαι συνόδωι περί της 
κατά Φλαβιανόν τον της ευλαβούς μνήμης καί Ευσέβιον... απερ τοίνυν ήμίν έφάνη έπΐ 
τούτωι τώι κεφαλαία» δειν γενέσθαι, το τηνικαυτα ύμίν δήλα έκ της διαλαλιας έγένετο· νυν 
δε το ζητούμενον καί κρινόμενον καί σπουδαζόμενόν έστιν ώστε τήν άληθή πίστιν 
συγκροτηθήναι, 51' ή'ν μάλιστα κα'ι ή σύνοδος γέγονεν. ...οϊτινες καί διδαχθήναι τα της 
θρηισκείας έπιθυμουμεν δρθώς καί πασαν άμφισβήτησιν άναιρεθήναι έκ της πάντων των 
οσίων πατέρων όμονοίας καί συναινέσεως καί συμφώνου έκθέσεως καί διδασκαλίας, 
σπουδάσατε δνευ φόβου ή χάριτος ή άπεχθείας τήν πίστιν καθαρώς έκθέσθαι, ώστε καί τους 
δοκοϋντας μη ταΰτά πδσιν πεφρονηκέναι τηι της αλήθειας έπιγνώσει έπαναχθήναι είς τήν 
ομόνοιαν. ... Οί ευλαβέστατοι έπίσκοποι έπεβόησαν· Ταυτα πάντες λέγομεν· άρκει τα 
έκτεθέντα· άλλην έκθεσιν οΰκ εξόν γενέσθαι. ... Οί ευλαβέστατοι έπίσκοποι έβόησαν· Αίίτη 
ή πίστις των όφθοδόξων. ταύτηι πάντες πιστεύομεν.
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enthusiastic call-response engaged in this dialogue between speaker and 
audience most reminiscent of African and African-American interactions
'y c
between speaker and audience.
As recently as the Second Council of Nicea in 787, restoring the 
validity of the use of icons, we find evidence in its Acts of such an 
emotional acclamation style of decision making:
The Holy Synod cried out: So we all believe, we all are so minded,
we all give our consent and have signed.26
The enthusiasm evidenced in these Conciliar/Synodical decisions 
is not usually associated with the Quaker-modern ecumenical model. But 
just as emotional and physical expressions are not foreign to the Quaker 
heritage (Friends came to be called Quakers precisely because of the 
bodily shaking associated with their experience of the inner light of God in 
the discerning process), so the use of silence in reaching decisions is not 
totally foreign to African cultural ways. For example, kings are to remain 
silent during the deliberation of the elders in several East African locales. 
However, in most African settings, in such deliberation debate aiming to 
achieve consensus is employed as a discernment practice.27
We need to ask from where this style of episcopal decision-making 
derives. Contrary to the critical voices of Ramsay Macmullen and his 
colleagues, failure to vote was a practice which was culturally abnormal in 
the Roman Empire, where voting by the assembled body was the norm.28 
Only rarely, if at all, were actions taken by acclamation.29 In such a
2525 Ibid., Session II, in NPNF 2/14:249. Also see Ibid., Sessions II,V, in NPNF 
2/14:259,261; Council of Chalcedon, The Decree With Regard To the Bishop o f Ephesus 
(451), Session, XII, in NPNF 2/14 266.
26 The Decree of the Holy, Great, Ecumenical Synod, The Second of Nice (787), in 
NPNF 2/14: 550: ‘Ή  αγία σύνοδος έξεβόησεν■ πάντες δυτω πιστεύομεν, πάντες το αύτά 
φρονοίίομεν, πάντες συναινέσαντες...”
27 New Country Foundation, p. 3; Ayittey, 40-41,45.
28 Richard J. A. Talbert, The Senate o f Imperial Rome (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), 279-285
29 Ibid., 298-300.
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cultural milieu it seems unlikely that secretaries of these ecclesiastical 
conclaves would be inclined to exaggerate unity, that in fact the reports of 
consensus at these meetings are accurate since not to record some 
dissension in this Roman context would be very un-Roman and make 
Christian faith look bad.
The early Church was clearly counter-cultural (not doing things Rome’s or 
Greece’s way) in its decision-making style. Is that a message for the 
Church today to heed?
The venerability of this consensus model of decision-making is 
evidenced in historic Roman Catholic practice. Until Pope Paul VI ruled 
against the practice in 1995 it was common for the Catholic College of 
Cardinals unanimously to proclaim the new Pope by “acclamation.” The 
concepts of the consensus fidelium of the Eastern Church and the Ordinary 
Magisterium of the Catholic Church (the idea that consensus as a whole, 
like the East teaches, but consensus of the Bishops over time establishes 
infallible teaching) also bespeak the ancient character of the consensus 
mode of decision-making.30 In other words, you can tell that the Church is 
doing the right thing if the teaching or practice it espouses lasts over time 
and in every context. Make your decisions in harmony with the Ancestors 
(with the faithful who went before you).
Lessons from the Early Church
What can we learn from the early Church (its Councils and 
Synods) about the way it made decisions? Something akin to pre- 
Christian, African tribal styles of decision-making seems to have prevailed 
in most of the episcopal conclaves of the first centuries of the Church’s 
life. But to make this claim is to note something of more than historical 
interest. My bias (the bias of my own Lutheran heritage and of Methodists 
and Presbyterians who venerate tradition) is that practices of the Church 
that stand the test of time deserve our attention. The Quakers and the 
ecumenical establishment seem to be moving in good directions. 
Collectively the early Church, African ancestors, and all these other 
traditions advise us to “shut up and listen” a little more at our meetings.
30 Vincent of Lerins, A Commentary (c. 434), II.6; Vatican II, Lumen Gentium (1964), 25
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The Quakers may have a point: Start with worship; understand the 
decision-making process as a continuation of worship. Be quiet (most of 
the time) and only speak when you feel convinced it’s what God wants 
you to say, not when you’re just “personally outraged.” Maybe we ought 
to consider junking Robert’s Rules of Order and voting. (Contrary to what 
some scholars say, the data we have considered seems to indicate that the 
first Christians didn’t cast votes when making decisions.) Perhaps like the 
Bishops, like the African ancestors, we could trust the elders to raise 
issues, enthusiastically interact with the suggestions with our Amens, 
applause, or dance, when the Spirit truly moves us, or remain silent when 
we are not so moved (objecting verbally and engaging in debate only 
when the Spirit compels, only making points in debate which aim to 
achieve consensus in the community, and in turn continuing the debate 
until consensus is achieved). Then trust the elders to discern from 
community reactions whether the proposal is in fact gaining consensus. Of 
course attention to community reactions to the elders’ assessment is also 
part of that process.
It is worth asking whether this early church, traditional African 
style of decision-making would work at ITC and our other modem 
institutions of the Church. The Bishops of the early Church, many of the 
African ancestors, testify that by God’s grace it will. Such a consensus- 
mode of decision-making, in which the elder’s discernment is ratified or 
rejected by the community’s spontaneous expression, has served the 
Christian community in helping the Church discern the truths of the 
Trinity, of Christ’s Two Natures, and God’s Word of unconditional 
forgiveness. Based on these results, why not try this time-tested (African) 
model of decision-making seems worth trying to implement today.
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The Book o f Proverbs




This article is an invitation to scholarship to take another look at 
the function o f ancient Israelite Wisdom Literature; not only as it 
encroaches on the Pentateuch and Prophetic literature, but also as it 
relates to African-Ewe (and other) theologies and vice versa. In 
particular, the pervasiveness o f proverbs and wise sayings among Ewe 
people makes proverbs the most fertile ground upon which the message o f 
the Bible can be planted, nurtured and brought to fruition. In other words, 
because proverbs and wise sayings are a kind o f theological backdrop o f 
the life o f the Ewe people, Christianity needs to approach the Ewe people 
with the wisdom o f Proverbs in order to bring the people to understand, 
accept, imbibe and put to effective use the message o f the Bible since 
Ghanaian-Ewe proverbs and wise sayings can be a very effective way o f 
transmitting the Judeo-Christian message to the peoples o f Africa in 
general, and to the Ewe people o f Ghana in particular.
Introduction
From the late seventeenth to the twenty-first century, various 
themes and how they impinge on biblical issues have surged in the minds 
of biblical scholars all over the surface of the globe. The question 
continues to be whether the traditional historical-critical method of 
interpreting the Bible is still able to do the job? In the face of the shaking 
foundation of Protestant Theology (and other theologies) that was initiated 
by the Enlightenment, there has come to the fore a variety of ways for 
interpreting the Bible. These various theologies, which include
1 (Nee Abutiate). Lecturer, Hebrew Bible (OT) and Biblical Hebrew Language, Trinity 
Theological Seminary, Legon (Ghana). With a Ph.D. in Bible, Culture and Hermeneutics 
from the Chicago Theological Seminary.
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liberationist, feminist, womanist, minjung and many others, take into 
account not only the history of the biblical text, but also its contemporary 
interpretations and applications, a task described by Krister Stendahl as 
involving “what it [i.e., the text] meant” and “what it means” (1962:418).2 
The rootedness of texts in various contexts, including political, 
theological, socio-cultural, class, race and gender contexts has given rise 
to their interpretation in the light of those contexts. Most of these contexts 
address issues of exclusivism and marginalization. As such the 
contribution of all human societies in one way or another has resulted in 
the multi-vocal and cacophonic voices that now characterize the 
postmodern biblical interpretative scene.
My intention in this article is to contribute to this enterprise by 
espousing the importance of proverbs in African Tradition, with a focus on 
the proverbs among the Ewe peoples of South Eastern Ghana, as they 
relate to biblical issues. It must be said upfront that among the Ewe 
peoples and also other African peoples, proverbs are a crucial part of 
everyday conversation and are regarded as indispensable wisdom 
utterances. In the conclusion of the article, we will show how an 
understanding of African cultures helps to elucidate the biblical text.
Context of Interpretation of the Ewe and Hebrew Proverbs
The culture of the Ewe peoples, like that of other African peoples, 
is one that cherishes communality or sociability. Nothing is actually 
regarded as belonging to or owned by an individual. In other words, 
everything is owned by the entire community or society. This philosophy 
is captured by John Mbiti, who after critically observing the essence of the 
African corporate personality system, draws the conclusion that to the
2 Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary.” Pages 418—432 in vol. 1 of The 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, (ed. George Arthur Buttrick; Nashville, Abingdon 
Press, 1962). According to Stendahl, this is an element of the descriptive task of Biblical 
Theology. See also Elisabeth Schüssller-Fiorenza, Rhetoric and Ethic: the Politics of 
Biblical Interpretation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999). Here Schüssller-Fiorenza 
argues for a re-conceptualization of biblical interpretation as a “theoretical and 
institutional change that would foster a biblical rhetoric and ethics of justice and well- 
being.” This change for her involves “a shift from the scientific-positivist center to 
rhetorical-ethical paradigm in the methodological and theoretical self-understanding of 
the discipline” (14).
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African no one is independent of the other members of the family, clan, or 
tribe and sums up their basic philosophy of life in the assertion that “I am 
because we are, and because we are, therefore, I am” (1979: 108-109).3 
Thus the Ewe tradition upholds social ethics in its existential contexts by 
attempting to uphold the good of the community. A popular Ewe proverb 
says, Amea deke menye fukpo o, “No one is an island.” Thus 
interdependency is a watchword in Ewe society. This is captured in 
another proverb, which says, Lo fe  nukpe la, ve han fe  nukpe ye, which 
literally means, “The shame of the crocodile is also that of the alligator.” 
Put in another way, these proverbs imply that an evildoer brings the 
consequences of his/her shameful actions upon all the other people in the 
community. The importance of community is thus mirrored in the value 
attached to Ghanaian Ewe proverbs, which are considered as indispensable 
to life and are, therefore, passed down orally as part of the society’s 
wisdom preserve.
The major aim of proverbs and wise-sayings in the socio-traditio- 
cultural context of the Ewe people involves character formation, 
transformation, and/or reformation. The griots (storytellers or sages) of the 
Ewe community employ profound truthful wisdom sayings, which are 
generally believed to concisely express principles or rules of conduct.
In order to project the traditional African (i.e., Ewe) proverbs as 
they relate to biblical issues, the discussion will now give the proverbs, 
their contexts or explanation, background and the custom surrounding 
them. It will then be shown how such Ghanaian proverbs, which are 
simply indispensable, are perpetuated in the society. The proverbs will be 
presented in the original Ewe language with their literal English 
translations, followed by their explanations and corresponding biblical
3 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (Nairobi, Kenya: Hienemann, 1979), 
108-109. This idea of communality/interdependency/sociability in African thought is 
very difficult to comprehend in Western society. However, it is a very important part of 
the philosophical thought system of African peoples (here the Ewe peoples) to such an 
extent that whatever happens in the society affects everyone even if it is the doing of one 
person. Moreover, both the living and “living-dead” (i.e., the ancestors) are indispensable 
participants in the activities and whatever happens in the society on daily basis. See also 
Thomas G. Christensen, An African Tree of Life (Maryknoll, New York: 1990). In his 
missionary work among the Gbaya peoples of the Cameroon in Central Africa, 
Christensen discovers that life is an interaction between the community of the living and 
living-dead, which includes also animate and inanimate things.
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proverbs. It might be noteworthy to acknowledge that some of the 
proverbs used by the Ewe people are similar to the proverbs of other 
African peoples in general. Occasional references to African proverbs can, 
therefore, be taken as references to proverbs of Ghanaian Ewe people as 
well in this article. Just as the canonical Proverbs comprise a collection of 
proverbs that can be traced to the peoples of other ancient Near Eastern 
cultures, so it can be demonstrated that Ewe proverbs have much in 
common with those of the people who surround them.
Ewe proverbs are not attributed to specific composers since they 
are used as part of the Ewe vocabulary and anyone can and should utter a 
proverb depending on the occasion and discussion that calls for it. 
Musimbi Kanyoro makes a very revealing statement in her article, “When 
Women Rise, the Earth Trembles” in Claiming the Promise: African 
Churches Speak? Referring to proverbs in the African traditional context, 
she reported an encounter with her grandmother who had used the same 
proverb in two different contexts on two separate occasions. When she 
questioned her on this use, her grandmother sat her down to explain that
...proverbs are sayings that are pregnant with meaning. The 
context of a proverb determines its meaning. Proverbs are like 
shadows. You have to move with them and they have to move with 
you (1994:63).
Kanyoro’s grandmother had used this explanation for proverbs in a 
Kenyan context, but I would submit that it equally applies to my own 
Ghanaian-Ewe context and to the African context in general. Among the 
Ewe peoples, proverbs and wise sayings are a way of everyday life and 
constitute the agency for transmitting African traditional religions, 
morality and culture. They are very deeply ingrained in the existential 
cultural context to such an extent that it can be concluded that proverbs 
and wise sayings function in the same way as the biblical Shema5 (Deut 
6:4-5) works for the Hebrew people.
4 Musimbi Kanyoro. “When women Rise, the Earth Trembles,” in Claiming the Promise: 
African Churches Speak. Edited by Margaret S. Laron (New York: Friendship Press, 
1994).
5 1 am aware that the comparison of Ewe proverbs and wise sayings to the Shema ’ may 
seem problematic since the canonical Proverbs and the Shema’ come from different
38
The Book o f Proverbs
J. Coert Rylaarsdam observes the similar function regarding 
Hebrew proverbs when he asserts that “Proverbs constitute the earliest 
documentary deposit of Israel’s Wisdom Movement now extant” 
(1997:444-45).6 Rylaarsdam adds that “the sages of Israel who composed 
Proverbs worked with a sense of responsibility and purpose, for they felt 
that their ‘words’ were an indispensable means for the fulfillment of 
human life” (444).7 These descriptions of Proverbs can equally apply to 
African proverbs particularly those of the Ewe peoples, which are records 
of great ideas and serious reflections. Rylaarsdam’s point is similar to a 
point made by Mbiti, who apart from proposing the earlier idea about the 
importance of communality among African peoples, also posits that when 
African philosophical systems come to be formulated, proverbs will be an 
indispensable part of them. By this Mbiti shows that African proverbs are 
very important. Furthermore, for Mbiti, “It is in proverbs that we find the 
remains of the oldest forms of African religious and philosophical wisdom 
(Mbiti, 1979:2, 66-67).”8 Gwinyai Muzorewa agrees with Mbiti in this 
latter regard by seeing African proverbs as constituting a preservation of 
knowledge, which contains and conveys African wisdom and theology 
(Muzorewa, 1987180).9
The Function of Ewe and Hebrew Bible Proverbs
The function of the proverbs employed in this section cut across 
religious, moral and ethical boundaries, while at the same time they speak 
to the totality of Ghanaian Ewe traditional life. In African tradition, sacred 
and secular are not dichotomized. Both are integral to the African holistic 
attitude to life. Because the Ewe people employ proverbs in their everyday
sections of the tripartite Hebrew canon. However, I would like to caution readers to 
understand that my reference is to Ewe proverbs and not canonical proverbs. Moreover, 
the power and authority assigned to Ewe proverbs makes them comparable in the way I 
have presented them in this article.
6 J.C. Coert Rylaarsdam, “Proverbs.” Pages 444-457 in Peake's Commentary on the 
Bible. Edited by Matthew Black (Nairobi, Kenya: Thomas Nelson and Sons LTD, 1977).
7 Rylaarsdam, “Proverbs”, 444.
8 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (Nairobi, Kenya: Heinemann, 1979, 
1990), 2,67.
9 Gwinyai H. Muzorewa, Origins and Development o f African Theology (New York: 
Maryknoll, 1987), 80.
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conversations, the Book of Proverbs constitutes a very important part of 
the liturgical life of both mainline and African independent instituted 
Ghanaian churches (AICs). Furthermore, proverbs are an indispensable 
part of the entirety of Ghanaian life as they address spiritual as well as 
secular matters that relate to real life situations of Ghanaian peoples. This 
is so due to the communality, inclusiveness, religious notoriety10 of the 
people, as well as the non-dichotomization of sacred and secular. In 
addition to the canonical Proverbs, Ghanaian people have their own 
proverbs and wise sayings, situated in their peculiar socio-traditio-cultural 
context and experiences. The literacy rate among Ghanaian people is not 
high; but their proverbs and wise sayings, which do not require any 
specialized training to learn, to acquire or to use, function as the agency 
for transmitting African traditional religious wisdom. They also help in the 
transmission of the Judeo-Christian religion and other religions as they 
train in morality and culture as a whole. Thus Ewe proverbs and wise 
sayings, which take the form of single-liner utterances and short stories 
with deep moral lessons, are handy both in secular and sacred matters 
since they possess the ability to teach truths that transcend time and space 
without indoctrinating.
In Ghana and among the Ewe people in particular, religion 
permeates all aspects of life, from the miry-watery pre-birth to birth, 
through youth, young adulthood, adulthood, to death and the after life, 
world of the “living-dead,” which constitute various stages of the life 
cycle. These stages account for what is in the unknown (pre- 
birth/underworld), what was (past), what is (present), and what will be (in 
the future). Each of these stages is encapsulated in proverbs and wise 
sayings, which seek to mediate morality with the aim of producing the 
good and successful life consequent upon accepted cultural norms. In this 
light, one can construe Ghanaian proverbs and wise-sayings as functioning 
like the Hebrew Shema’ (Deut. 6:4-5, with a preamble, v. 3, and an 
elaboration in w . 6—9) with its demands on the Hebrew people. Just as the 
Shema’ functioned holistically for the covenant people of Israel and 
involved hearing, doing and passing on the knowledge of and advocating 
total commitment to YHWH alone, throughout their generations so that all 
might go well with them, so do proverbs and wise sayings function among 
the Ghanaian people. In the daily life context of the Ewe people, proverbs
10 Mbiti, African Religions, 1. Mbiti here refers to Africans as “notoriously religious.”
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and wise sayings are pedagogical as well as didactic. They have the ability 
to train in wisdom, cultural, moral and religious knowledge and practice.
As a form of contrast, the canonical Proverbs constitute the earliest 
documented forms of Israel’s Wisdom Movement while Ghanaian 
proverbs constitute oral preserves of wisdom. However, both aim at the 
fulfillment of human life and there seems to be some comparison between 
the two sets of proverbs. As suggested by Henry Flanders, Robert W. 
Crapps and David A. Smith, Israelite wisdom is postexilic but can be 
traced to oral preservation (1996:483).'1 Unlike Proverbs, however, 
Ghanaian-Ewe proverbs and wise sayings are mostly, undocumented. In 
spite of this nature of Ghanaian-Ewe proverbs, they constitute the oral 
preserves of knowledge, which encompass great ideas and serious 
reflections containing and conveying African theoretical and theological 
wisdom. Among the Ghanaian people as well as other African peoples, 
proverbs are the oldest forms of religious and philosophical wisdom and 
can be rightly said to act “like shadows” (Kanyoro, 1994:63) with which 
people move as the proverbs in turn move with the people.
In light of the foregoing, Ghanaian proverbs and wise sayings are 
an indispensable part of normal conversation as they are inextricably 
bound to every form of communication. Their importance or 
indispensability shows in the indelible imprints they make on the minds of 
hearers in the process of every meaningful conversation. Furthermore, the 
lack of means of documentation, until quite recently, and the laconic 
nature of African languages, which necessitate the oral transmission of 
proverbs and wise sayings, makes room for them to serve, not only as 
didactical utterances, but also as the library of native wisdom and 
philosophy. In other words, African languages are rich in proverbs and 
wise sayings due to the paucity of their vocabulary to express certain 
ideas, meaningfully. One proverb can be used on a variety of occasions to 
mean different things and several proverbs can also be used to mean the 
same thing. As such proverbs and wise sayings serve as the means of 
filling in the gaps in the communication of familiar truths or in 
commenting comprehensively on life. They are drawn from human
11 Henry J. Flanders, David A. Smith and Robert W. Crapps, People o f the Covenant: An 
Introduction to the Hebrew Bible (USA: Oxford Univ. Press, 1996), 483. In this book, the 
authors provide a very detailed discussion of Israelite wisdom as a widespread Canaanite 
wisdom movement, which was carried over to Israel during the Confederacy.
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experiences, capped in easily remembered language and they teach much 
through the use of very few words. It is worthy of notice that Jesus used a 
similar philosophy in his teaching by saying much in very few words 
through parables.12
It can be said that Ghanaian proverbs, like the canonical Proverbs, 
tow the line of the ancient Near Eastern proverbs in a substantial way, 
although they differ also from the latter immensely. The moral lessons 
taught in Proverbs under the opening formula, “My child, listen ...” found 
in Proverbs 1-9; e.g. 1:8; 2:1; 3:1 ,passim, provide a suitable base for this 
article to show that Ewe proverbs can be compared to the Hebrew Shema ’. 
By invoking the power of proverbs and wise sayings in Ghanaian 
(African) Ewe tradition as they relate to biblical issues, this article fosters 
a unique relationship between the former and the latter. In the former, 
which encompass the totality of the Ghanaian cultural context, people are 
called upon to hear, imbibe and transmit the proverbs just as in the latter, 
the Hebrew Shema ’, children are called upon to listen and do accordingly. 
With this unique relationship as a backdrop, it can be concluded that 
proverbs and wise sayings function in a similar vein for the Ghanaian Ewe 
people as did the Shema’ for the Hebrews. In other words, Ghanaian 
proverbs and wise sayings also call upon the people to hear, obey and 
transmit the moral lessons in them from one generation to the other in 
order that all might be well with them just as is the case with the Shema ’ 
among the Hebrew people.
Parallels between Ewte and Hebrew Bible Proverbs
Several African (here Ghanaian-Ewe) proverbs have diverse 
interpretations depending on their social contexts as will become apparent 
in the discussion of the proverbs selected for this article.
12 Matthew 25:1-30. Here Jesus teaches in a couple of parables, one about ten virgins, 
five of whom were wise and five who were foolish and also about the talents given to 
three servants according to their abilities, to illustrate how people should be on their 
guard always. See also Luke 15:1-32. Here Jesus gives three parables about the lost and 
found, coin, sheep and prodigal (lost) son, to illustrate how heaven rejoices when one 
sinner repents rather than over many people who need no repentance.
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The proverb Me dome fie  ame tae, wodoa fe  do, means, “One 
grows fingernails in order to scratch one’s back when it itches.” A similar 
proverb is Ahloe be fu  nku nam tae yewo ame eve le ave me. This proverb, 
supposedly uttered by the antelope says, “It is for the sake of brushing the 
dust from each other’s eyes that they (antelopes) walk in pairs in the 
forest.” A third proverb, similar to the above two is, Ta deka medea adanu 
o, which means, “One head does not take/offer counsel or go into 
consultation.” The intention of these three proverbs is to promote social 
cohesion. They explain why people need each other since no single 
individual person can provide all his/her own needs or the needs of all 
other people. These proverbs can be likened to the English proverb, 
“Make hay while the sun shines.” They also point towards the need to be 
always prepared for any kind of eventuality in which people might find 
themselves in the future.
There are several proverbs in the book of Proverbs that convey 
similar ideas of wisdom as the foregoing Ghanaian/Ewe proverbs. Three 
such axioms in Proverbs say, “Wisdom is better than jewels, and all that 
you may desire cannot compare with her” (Prov 8:11). “A slack hand 
causes poverty but the hand of the diligent makes rich” (Prov. 10:4), and 
“A child who gathers in summer is prudent, but a child who sleeps in 
harvest brings shame” (Prov 10:5). These proverbs employ common, 
natural, universal imagery that conveys some deep truths about life. In the 
first of these proverbs, wisdom is contrasted with jewels. Its 
indispensability is underscored by its value, which is above everything 
that is desirable since it is second to none. Just as the Ghanaian proverbs 
admonish and encourage, the Hebrew proverbs also function in a similar 
way. These proverbs can also be seen as admonitions toward diligence, 
hard work and prudence rather than laziness and slothfulness; the former 
brings riches while the latter brings poverty and disgrace.
Ne adavator tsor wo godoe1 ne kploe do la, woe amewo akpor abe 
adavator ene. This proverb literally means, “If an insane person grabs and 
runs away with your waistcloth/brief, and you chase after him/her naked 
(to recover your waistcloth), onlookers might mistake you for the insane 
one.” There is a possibility of mistaken identity here because insane
13 A long strip/piece of red cloth, that is worn by women between their legs, and which is 
held in place by waist beads, that are worn like a belt around the bare waist. It can be 
likened to panty liners.
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persons normally go about naked on the streets. Thus, if onlookers see a 
naked person (i.e. the one whose brief has been grabbed by the insane 
person), chasing after the insane person with the waistcloth, they could 
regard the chaser as the one who is insane. This proverb is used to caution 
people against indulging in petty arguments (or acts that are demeaning) 
with people who most likely are at a lower level of understanding than 
they. Should the former argue with the latter, people listening to the 
argument might not know the difference between the two to be able to 
distinguish between the ignorant and the wise one. In other words, those of 
higher understanding must refrain from attempting to convince those who 
are ignorant with logical arguments lest onlookers consider both of them 
as ignorant. This proverb can also mean that one need not provide 
explanation for everything one does to everybody who demands an 
explanation since some people may never comprehend the philosophical 
explanation offered. A similar idea is seen in Proverbs 26:4, “Do not 
answer fools according to their folly, or you will be a fool yourself/’ and 
Proverbs 9:7, “Whoever corrects a scoffer wins abuse; whoever rebukes 
the wicked gets hurt.״ Accordingly, there is the need to be conscious of 
what action one takes. A person’s presentation may be sound and logical 
before the wise but an argument with or a presentation before a fool might 
not be worthy.
Devi mase tonu, anorkae kua to ne. “If a child does not heed 
counsel, his or her ears will be entangled in thoms/thistles.”14 A parallel 
biblical proverb is “One who is often reproved, yet remains stubborn, will 
suddenly be broken beyond healing” (Prov 29:1). These proverbs are used 
when a person is perpetually admonished to desist from the way of life 
that can bring about evil consequences upon him/her but refuses to heed 
the advice. The Ewe proverb, like the corresponding biblical proverb, 
becomes handy when evil strikes a hardheaded person. The aim of these 
proverbs is to instill the sense of responsibility in people so that they will 
uphold ethical, moral, and social standards. Anyone who shuns doing 
right, and persists in wrongdoing, will be destroyed.
14 The thorns and thistles used in this proverb may be a reference to what happened to 
Absalom as a result of disrespecting his father, attempting to usurp his fathers throne and 
even kill his father. As a consequence, his hair gets caught up in the oak till he is killed (2 
Sam 18:9-17).
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Nukpe tae gbolo alo nuvor worla toa nuxa/kporxa. “Shame causes 
the immoral to walk behind the fence wall (i.e., in hidden places).” 
Prostitution, stealing or other evil deeds are frowned upon in society. 
Hence anyone who does such evil deeds normally does them under cover 
of darkness or in secret. The biblical equivalent to this proverb is “The 
wicked flee when no one pursues,” (Prov. 28:1). In the Ewe community, 
as elsewhere, those who perpetuate crimes and acts of immorality, carry 
out their deeds in secret so that their deeds will not be seen. The 
perpetrators are disgraced when such deeds come to light. This proverb is, 
therefore, used with reference to evildoers and their wicked deeds. It 
warns people to avoid indulging in evil even clandestinely so that they 
would not be disgraced when their shameful acts are discovered.
Dze me kafua edokui o. This proverb means, “A flute or salt does 
not praise itself.” A couple of comparable biblical proverbs are “Let 
another praise you, and not your own mouth -  a stranger, and not your 
own lips,” (Prov 27:2). The flute, a musical instrument blown by the 
mouth, produces good music; but it does not praise itself for making 
beautiful melodies. Similarly, salt savors food and makes it tasty; but it 
does not praise itself for its great function. These Ewe proverbs are used 
for people who are fond of boasting about their own achievements. It is a 
piece of advice to them to avoid projecting themselves or blowing their 
own horns so much. This advice is offered because a person might be 
boasting about something that is extraordinary only to himself. It would, 
therefore, be far better if someone else who sees how great the 
achievement is praises the achiever. The same proverb can be used in 
praise of someone who has achieved something great but is quiet and very 
humble about it. In this case, the proverb becomes a cue for others to 
emulate such a humble spirit and strive to achieve great things like the one 
who is being praised.
Wo mekpoa tsidodo, troa zor me tor fua gbe o. “One should not 
see the clouds gathering and pour out all the old water already in the pot.” 
Another Ewe proverb, which is similar to the above is Dadi menoa kevi 
me wodoa asi de enu o. “You do not price a cat while it is in a sack.” In 
Proverbs 27:1 we read, “Do not boast about tomorrow for you do not 
know what a day may bring. ” Normally, when the clouds begin to gather, 
it is a foreboding that there will be rain. In communities that depend 
mainly on rain for their water supply needs, the temptation to pour out the
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(old) water one has in the pot in order to collect fresh rainwater is great. In 
reality though, the clouds may gather but the wind can blow them away 
and there would be no rain. As such, if the water in the pot had been 
thrown away, one loses even what one already had. This proverb can be 
used in various circumstances. For instance, a promise must not be taken 
as its fulfillment; or one must not do away with an old friend (or thing) by 
anticipating a new one, who or which may not prove to be as reliable. An 
English rendering of this proverb would be “Do not count your chicks 
before they are hatched.”
Loame le nkume, dorme tor le vovo. This proverb means, “The face 
can show an expression of love but the inside of the bowels or heart may 
be different.” Adu konu, dor vme le vovo. “The teeth may be seen smiling 
but the feeling in the stomach is different.” The proverbs: Amegbetor enye 
torgoglo loo and Amegbetor enye gododo are a couple of proverbs that 
mean, “A human being is a very deep river” and “A human being is a 
gourd.” The final proverb in this cluster of five proverbs, Arne adeke 
matenu anya amegbetor fe  dorme o means “Nobody can know what is 
inside another human being’s heart (literally, stomach),” since what is in a 
deep river or a gourd (e.g., like a water melon) cannot be known or seen 
with the naked eye. All the five Ewe proverbs can be considered as 
equivalent to the second part (in italics) of the canonical proverb, “Well 
meant are the wounds a friend inflicts, but profuse are the kisses o f an 
enemy.״ (Prov. 27:6). These proverbs are used for people who are 
opportunistic. Such people can pretend to be very nice or helpful when 
they stand to gain; but the feelings they have deep down in their hearts 
could be as bitter as the back-stab of a dagger. The proverbs refer to 
hypocritical behavior, which portrays hypocrites as people of good will 
while in their hearts or minds they do not have the least good. These 
proverbs are normally used when a person’s true evil nature or insincerity 
comes out before those he/she pretend to love. The latter can then 
conclude that what appeared as love was after all only a facial or an 
outward show with hatred hidden deep down in the bowels. Just as what is 
hidden in the bottom of a deep river cannot be seen from the outside, so 
the feelings or evil plans of people will always remain hidden. They sound 
a note of warning to all to be wary of those who may seem very friendly 
yet the same people could be very harmful.
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Miasie kloa dusi eye dusi han kloa mia. “The left hand washes the 
right hand and the right hand also washes the left.” The Book of Proverbs 
puts it this way, “Iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens the wits of 
another” (Prov 27:17). This proverb is similar to the English saying, “One 
good turn deserves another.” When a person does a good thing to a 
neighbor, that neighbor will in turn return a good deed or gift to the giver. 
This proverb is meant to encourage persons to be helpful, kind, well 
meaning, and to be always good to others without counting the cost. This 
is because in doing good things to others, one is rewarded with goodness 
in return. Another proverb, which is also similar to the foregoing is, Gae 
dia ga. This literally, means, “Money searches for money.” In the 
economic world, we would say, investments are made in order to make 
profit. Since a big investment brings big profit, good deeds are 
investments and their outcomes are the pay-offs for how much was put in 
the investment. This proverb is used by elders to teach the youth to make 
wise investments of time, energy and talents but it can apply to several 
different things and people in life.
Te ka xoxo nu wogbia yeyea doe. “New yam creepers are woven in 
the same style as the old.” The proverb, which is similar to this is Proverbs 
22:6: “Train children in the right way, and when they are old, they will not 
stray.” This proverb employs agricultural imagery using yam creepers, 
which cannot be left to chance but must be carefully woven in a particular 
way to ensure the proper development of the yam tubers. Here, whether 
the climbers are for old yams or new, the style of weaving is the same. 
The proverb is used to refer to customs or traditional practices that are 
passed down from generation to generation. In order for the custom not to 
be contaminated or lost, the transmission must be done meticulously. The 
proverb can refer to several things especially, the good things that the 
community would love to pass on. It can refer to character traits that can 
be emulated. Children can be told this proverb to urge them to follow in 
their parents’ footsteps (probably in their career and family life).
Nugbedodo sor ΙφΙε fenyinyi. “A promise is similar to a debt.” The 
biblical parallel to this proverb can be “Do not be one of those who give 
pledges, who becomes surety for debts” (Prov. 22:26). A person who 
makes a rush promise or decision or takes a rush oath must be ready to 
face the consequences of that action. Speaking literally, making a promise 
to someone is like owing that person a debt, which must be paid off
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through the fulfillment of that promise. Thus if a person incurs a debt with 
his or her mouth by making a “big” promise, which is probably just a 
bluff, when the time for fulfillment comes, the person who made the 
pledge is obliged to fulfill it. This proverb calls on people to be patient and 
let their “yes” be “yes” and their “no” be “no.”
Akpa gbordor la, mesea akpa dzena o. “A person who shares a bed 
with a person suffering from skin rashes does not take long to catch that 
disease.” This proverb is similar to “Do not befriend a violent person lest 
you learn his ways” (Prov. 22:24-25). A positive interpretation or 
rendering of this proverb will be: “My son, ‘if sinners entice you do not go 
with them’” (Prov. 1: 10). In Ewe community, this proverb is used to 
describe the change in the behavior of a person, who begins to act 
differently or negatively from how he or she is known to act previously. It 
is especially employed when that person is seen keeping company with 
another person whose moral character is questionable. The proverb acts in 
a dualistic capacity of warning persons against associating with evil 
people as well as for describing persons who have already acquired the 
evil traits of their associates. It is an admonition to be careful not to get 
into bad company in order to avoid being entangled in the evil deeds of 
that bad company.
Dze ava di ava mesi ne o. “One who is prepared for battle is not 
devastated by or does not lose the battle.” Nkume goboo tor de wôdzea 
avifafa gorme kaba. “A person with a deep face (i.e., whose eyes are 
deeper in their sockets than normal) must start weeping earlier than those 
with normal faces.” These proverbs are used to alert people about the 
importance of being fully equipped for future events so that when the time 
comes, they would not be found wanting. In Ewe community, anything 
done in advance to promote some good cause in future, is capped in these 
proverbs. They apply to all areas of life, which include ample preparation 
for childbirth, growing, old age/retirement, schooling, farming, etc., to 
prevent the undesirable, which goes along with ill-preparedness. A biblical 
parallel to this proverb will be:
Go to the ant, you lazy bones, consider its ways and be wise ... A 
little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest, and 
poverty will come upon you like a robber and want, like an armed 
warrior (Prov 6:6-11).
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Though the word of Qohelet in Ecclessiastes 12:1-7, to “remember the 
Creator in youthful days, before the days of trouble come ... and the 
breath return to God who gave it”, do not come from Proverbs, they can be 
taken as a summary of what preparing prior to war or initiating crying 
early entails.
Detsi vivie hea zi(kpui) ve. “Delicious soup always draws a chair to 
it.” Tagbatsu mevorna le xondron nuti o. “An ulcer (a sore that never 
heals) is never free of (house) flies.” A proverb that compares in one part 
and in the other part contrasts with the couple of Ewe proverbs above can 
be, “When the righteous triumph, there is great elation; but when the 
wicked rise to power, men go into hiding” (Prov 29:12). These proverbs 
can be used in a variety of situations. They are normally, employed to 
show that everything that is inviting always has invitees to it. A good or 
friendly person, good delicious food, a good deed, anything desirable will 
always have people flocking to it. This proverb invites persons to be well 
behaved and to live in such a way as to draw others to themselves. Good 
character is to be cultivated in order to be emulated by all. Conversely, 
evil character drives people away.
Hlo fiwulae sea kpododo, literally this proverbs means, “It is the 
person stealing mushrooms that hears the beating of the gong-gong.”15 
The gong-gong is a kind of metal talking instrument, which is beaten with 
another piece of a metal rod or stick. This is done to inform the 
community that the chief is summoning all members to converge at a 
centralized point used as a judgment court. There a wronged individual 
registers a complaint to the entire community or an evil doer is brought 
into judgment for his/her deeds. Whenever the gong-gong is beaten, 
therefore, everyone becomes very anxious and curious to know or hear its 
message. However, since it is used for emergencies due to some evil 
having been perpetrated in the community, the evildoers of any kind are 
particularly more fearful for its message even when it is not beaten for 
their evil deed. For instance, thieves will be on edge when they hear the 
gong-gong reporting a theft case. In Proverbs, “The wicked flee when no
15 The gong-gong is also a kind of musical instrument, which has the onomatopoeic 
sound of its name. It is a kind of siren, which can be likened to a fire alarm and when it is 
beaten all the towns’ people converge at a central point in the town to listen to what the 
emergency is all about.
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one pursues” (Prov 28:1). These proverbs warn people to desist from evil 
so they can live at ease. It also teaches people they must not do evil in 
order not to dwell in fear, that is, so that they may remain on edge for fear 
that their evil deeds will find them out.
The Contribution of This Article to Scholarship
The article makes several contributions to biblical scholarship 
especially in the face of the numerous hermeneutical winds that have been 
blowing over the field of biblical scholarship. The topic for this article 
demonstrates that it is not easy or expedient to assign Wisdom Literature 
exclusively to Israelite or ancient Near Eastern contexts since wisdom can 
be found among other peoples, including the Ewe people of Ghana as 
well. Another value of this study is its attempt to address the question of 
whether Wisdom Literature (proverbial language), which is predominantly 
anthropocentric, concerning itself with creation imagery and the human 
situation, but not much about Israel’s history and cult, should be seen as a 
bona fidé possession of sages in Israel or not. Scholars like Gerhard von 
Rad, Walter Eichrodt and several others, began to look at the question of 
anthropocentricism and lack of cultic language in Wisdom Literature 
seriously from the 1960s when their books on Old Testament Theology 
appeared on the scene of Biblical Studies and Biblical Theology.16 The 
question was how to connect Wisdom Literature to the other two parts of
17the canon, the Torah and the Prophets. Their attempt to resolve the 
dichotomy brought a barrage of scholarly attacks on their conclusions.
16 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology 2 vols, (translated by D.M.G. Stalker; 
HarperSanFrancisco: Harper Collins Pubs., 1962/1965). Walther Eichrodt, The Theology 
of the Old Testament 2 vols, (translated by John Baker from the German Theologie de 
Alten Testament; Philadelphia:PA: Westminster Press, 1967). See also the dated German 
work of Otto Eissfeldt, Die Marschal im Alten Testament. Ein wortgesschictliche 
Untersuchung nebst einer literargeschichtlichen Untersuchung der im genannten 
Gattungen “Volksprichwort” und “Spottlied’ im Alten Testament (Berlin de Gruyter, 
1913). Though this work specifically focuses on the proverb marshal in the folk sayings 
in Old Testament, it is a valuable resource for providing how folk wisdom (particularly 
Ghanaian-Ewe folk wisdom sayings) impinge on biblical issues.
17 Gerhard von Rad, Israelite Wisdom (London: SCM Press, 1972). See also Claus 
Westermann, Roots of Wisdom: The Oldest Proverbs of Israel and Other Peoples 
(Louiseville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1995). See Friedemann W. Golka, The 
Leopard’s Spots: Biblical and African Wisdom in Proverbs (T & T Clark, 1993).
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In the ongoing research, however, scholars have begun to find 
traces of wisdom not only in the other two parts of the Hebrew Bible, but 
in the wisdom sayings from other cultural contexts like Mesopotamia, 
Arabia and Egypt. Of particular note is Proverbs 22:17-24:22, which 
compares with the Instruction o f Amenemope.18 It is worthy of mention 
that in the many studies done on proverbs, scholars have not intentionally 
attempted to link the usage and power of proverbs in African tradition to 
its effect on biblical issues nor attempted to show how that may strongly 
suggest the use of Wisdom Literature in Israel. Scholars like Westermann, 
Golka and Laurent Naré19 have done some work that can be seen as close 
to the comparison between Proverbs from the Hebrew canon and African 
proverbs; but these have been mostly literal comparisons without the force 
of how the proverbs from other cultures impinge on biblical issues. The 
similarities discovered between these sets of proverbs probably suggest 
that the Israelites may have borrowed some of their proverbs from the 
continent of Africa (Egypt is a case in point) and vice versa. The proverbs 
employed in this article have been selected to demonstrate that Ghanaian 
Ewe proverbs do impinge on biblical issues powerfully.
As attempts are made to show how African tradition (shown 
through Ewe proverbs) impinge on biblical issues, it is worthy of mention 
also that biblical scholarship has continued to ask questions regarding the
18 E. Willis Budge, Second Series of Fascimiles of Egyptian Hieratic Papyri in the British 
Museum (London: British Museum, 1923). Budge’s work actually initiated vigorous 
comparative study between Proverbs 22:17—24:27 and the Egyptian Instruction of 
Amenemope. See also Budge, The Teaching of Amen-em-ope, Son of Kanakht (London: 
1924). See Glendon E. Bryce, A Legacy of Wisdom׳. The Egyptian Contribution to the 
Wisdom of Israel (Lewisburg: Bucknell Univ. Press, 1979). See also Harold C. 
Washington, Wealth and Poverty in the Instruction of Amenemope and the Hebrew 
Proverbs. Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 142 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1994).
19 Westermann, Roots. Here Westermann tries to study proverbs from pre-literate cultures 
and to compare them with the canonical proverbs. However, Westermann tries to 
downplay the proverbs of these other culture by subordinating them to the canonical. 
Golka, in The Leopard’s Spots, attempts to draw a comparison between Proverbs in the 
Hebrew Bible and proverbs from various African cultures. Laurent Naré, Proverbes 
salomoniens et Proverbes massi: Etude comparative à partir d ’une nouvelle analyse de 
Pr 25—29 (Publications Universitaires Européennes. Serie 23, Theologié v. 283. 
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1986). In his comparison of his native African-Masai 
proverbs with Prov. 25—29, Naré attempts to foster a relationship between the two, 
which can only be seen as superficial.
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meaning of “theology” as to whether it means the relationship of God, to 
humans and to the ecology, that is, to the human environment holistically, 
and vice versa. To be able to respond to these questions, thought must be 
given to all sectors of human society and the environment, as to how the 
word of God impinges on them. The Latin Americans have filled this gap 
with their liberation theology; the Asians with their minjung theology; 
South Africans with Ubuntu, a different form of black liberation theology 
from that of the African-American liberation theology. Women have also 
come up with feminists and womanist theologies in order to meet the 
demands of their own theological quest. Perhaps, the intention of this 
article, which has been a quest to show how African-Ewe tradition 
impinges on biblical issues, can be seen as a kind of theology fostered 
through the use and relationship of African-Ewe proverbs and wise 
sayings to biblical issues. If a people’s interaction with God (their 
theology) springs from the entirety of their cultural context (as was the 
case in ancient Israel), then Ghanaian, that is Ewe proverbs and wise 
sayings, which spring from and function in the totality of the Ghanaian- 
Ewe cultural and religious context, and which are inextricably bound to 
the life of the Ghanaian peoples, must also be construed as a kind of 
theology. The Ewe people believe in the existence of proverbs in 
antiquity. They were present before the birth of people; they live with 
people throughout their lives, and follow them to the after-life world of the 
living-dead community.
In light of the foregoing, I would like to submit that this article is 
an invitation to scholarship to take another look at the function of ancient 
Israelite Wisdom Literature; not only as it encroaches on the Pentateuch 
and Prophetic literature, but also as it relates to African-Ewe (and other 
socio-cultural) theologies and vice versa. In particular, the pervasiveness 
of proverbs and wise sayings among Ewe people makes proverbs the most 
fertile grounds upon which the message of the Bible can be planted, 
nurtured and brought to fruition. In other words, because proverbs and 
wise sayings are a kind of theological backdrop of the life of the Ewe 
people, Christianity needs to approach the Ewe people with the wisdom of 
Proverbs in order to bring the people to understand, accept, imbibe and put 
to effective use the message of the Bible since Ghanaian-Ewe proverbs 
and wise sayings can be a very effective way of transmitting the Judeo- 
Christian message to the peoples of Africa (including the Ewe people).
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In addition to the foregoing, it is worthwhile to note that the Ewe 
proverbs, like those of the biblical tradition and elsewhere, are pithy 
sayings, which portray truths capped in language that makes them 
indelible on the minds of hearers. Since their intention is to hold together 
the moral fabric of Ewe society, they are passed down orally and can be 
deployed for multiple purposes. Additionally, since they are not 
intentionally sexist or gender sensitive, classicist, or racially biased; but 
aim at teaching some valuable lessons to all and sundry depending on the 
occasion, proverbs seem to be one of the most agreeable means of 
communication that can catch the attention of all. In this light, they may 
be considered as situational ethics, based on the Sitz imLeben, “situation 
in life” that demands their use. Their non-dichotomization between secular 
or sacred matters and their not being limited by time or space portrays the 
universality of these proverbs.
To conclude, I would like to say that there are several other Ewe 
proverbs that have biblical parallels but the constraints of this article 
would not allow room to accommodate them. Therefore, this Ewe proverb 
sums it all, Vivi mevoma le agorku/mangoku nuti haß wotsorne fuagbe o. 
“One does not suck all the sweetness from the date palm fruit before 
throwing away the seed.” Literally, if people keep sucking the sweetness 
from the fruit, the closer they get to the seed the taste begins to become 
sour. It is better, therefore, not to keep going; but to stop when just enough 
has been sucked. I use this proverb to say that even though there are still 
many Ewe proverbs that can be added to those cited above, this article 
must end to avoid monotony that may cause serious boredom to readers.
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THE LAND AND THE AFRICAN CONTEXT FOR THEOLOGY
Temba L.J. Mafico1
There is a big conceptual difference between African traditional 
culture and Western civilization. African2 culture and religion are 
intrinsically one and the same thing. An African cannot live or experience 
life outside of religion. Life is guided by one^ religion, and religion is 
how one interacts with all nature.3 The Western world, on the other hand, 
regards Christian theology/religion as an abstract philosophy of life to 
which one can either choose to belong or not. In a word, the main 
difference between African theological philosophy of life and Western 
theology is simply this: Western theology is based on abstract thinking 
while African theology is the experience of life on the land that God 
entrusted to them. This article is basically introducing a topic that warrants 
continuing research. An appreciation of the African worldview will 
answer many questions that western biblical scholars and ecclesiastical 
leaders have not adequately understood or explained. Some of the 
questions being asked relate to church growth. Why is the Christian 
church growing faster on the African continent today? Why was it not 
growing as fast during the missionary and colonial era? Can a study of 
African tradition and myth4 help clarify the biblical text?
1 Dr. Temba Mafico is the Vice President for Academic Affairs and Provost at the 
Interdenominational Theological Center. He is also professor of Old Testament/Hebrew 
Bible.
2 Although the term “African” may be misleading because Africa is a vast continent with 
various ethnic groups with different traditions; nonetheless, there are certain elements 
that are universal. This article is discussing common African traditions that are practiced 
by the majority of tribes on the African continent.
3 Africans, like the Israelites, did not make a distinction between the sacred and the 
profane. Everything that God made, be it a rock, a tree, a mountain, or an animal was 
sacred. Human life could only be enjoyed if it was lived in complete harmony with other 
creatures, natural phenomena and God’s providence.
4 M.N. Canonici, Zulu Oral Traditions (Durban, University of Natal, 1996, p. 77) 
explains myth this way: “.. .myth has been used to communicate often deeply felt human, 
or high spiritual values attained through many generations. Myth has its own truth, often 
a very deep one. No culture is absolutely without myths.” H. and H.A. Frankfort, The
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In this short article, I will try to achieve two objectives. First, I will 
argue that the missionary church made a great mistake by identifying itself 
with the colonizers who forcibly took African land. Second, I will show 
how understanding African myth reveals a close similarity that exists 
between the Israelite myths and African religio-tradition. This similarity 
helps clarify some hidden meanings of the Hebrew text that are generally 
missed by western scholars.
We will begin with a brief overview of the early missionary 
activities in Africa and show why the missionary effort achieved limited 
success. When missionaries arrived in Africa, they introduced the 
Christian faith that Africans could not fully embrace because it was based 
on an abstract philosophy concocted in the mind. Secondly, when 
missionaries arrived on the continent of Africa, they condemned African 
traditional beliefs as superstition that was to be expunged by any means 
possible. This prejudiced perception of African tradition caused 
missionaries to completely ignore African culture and spirituality in their 
zeal to spread the Christian gospel, a gospel that was wrapped up in 
Western culture. They did not take time to study African traditional 
worldview and understand its function in the fabric of society. They 
simply condemned it based on Africans’ hygiene standards: their “poor” 
clothing, “unsanitary” food cooking and eating customs as well as the 
grass-thatched, smoke-filled huts in which they lived. As is their 
traditional custom toward strangers, Africans looked naïve, slavish and 
uncritical toward the missionaries. They gave the impression that they 
could be easily manipulated and transformed from their so-called 
superstitious life style to Western “civilized” standards. But deep down in 
their minds, Africans had a philosophy of life that was acutely critical and 
analytical. They had a culture that was based on a strong foundation of 
tested values that were able to withstand the cultural and religious 
transformation that the missionaries attempted to introduce.
In their effort to replace African tradition with western civilization, 
missionaries inadvertently made Christianity complicated and
Intellectual Adventure o f Ancient Man (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 19946, p. 
8), define myth as follows: “Myth is a form of poetry which transcends poetry in that it 
proclaims a truth; a from of reasoning which transcends reasoning in that it wants to 
bring about the truth it proclaims; a form of action, of ritual behavior which does not find 
its fulfillment in the act but must proclaim and elaborate a poetic form of truth.”
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unacceptable to Africans. Africans could not understand why they could 
not be culturally African and spiritually Christian. The missionaries, on 
the other hand, assumed that it was impossible for African traditional 
believers to become Christian unless they were first purged of their 
“heathen” cultural and religious superstition. Therefore, in an attempt to 
eradicate this so-called African superstition quickly, missionaries placed 
heavy stress on education under the notion that an educated person could 
not be superstitious at the same time. Faced with adult African resistance 
to convert to Christianity, missionaries stepped up their acculturation of 
African children who attended mission schools. They viewed the future 
generation of educated Africans who would be superstition-free and 
totally Christian. As a second generation Christian, I personally 
experienced the forced acculturation as a student in mission schools. 
Before classes began, all school children were required to attend an 
assembly at which Bible reading, preaching and praying were done. 
Attending church and Sunday school on Sunday was compulsory. The 
emphasis in these religious events was on Jesus being the only way to 
heaven (John 14:6). People who did not accept Jesus as their Lord and 
Savior would go to hell where the Devil would roast them day and night, 
but they would not die. Initially, many people “loved” God because they 
were afraid of hell. But once they figured out that there might be no hell 
after all and no one knew exactly where heaven was, they abandoned the 
Christian faith and dug deeper into their traditional religion. As a matter of 
fact, they had not converted to the Christian faith in the first place; they 
had been compelled to appear Christian. This theology of intimidation 
made a negative impact on the church.5
The missionary’s evangelical effort was also negatively impacted 
by political events because the missionary activity happened 
simultaneously with the colonization of the African land by the white 
settlers. The scramble for African land by the Portuguese, French,
5 The modem day “missionary” movement in Africa has introduced the prosperity gospel. 
Sermons are primarily on the loving God who is eager to prosper worshipers only if they 
first give to the church/pastor all that they have. The prosperity gospel is, in my opinion, 
worse than the earlier missionary gospel of intimidation. The early missionaries built 
schools, hospitals and churches; they educated the Africans for free. Prosperity ministry 
does not help the poor. They help the institutional church and the pastor to become filthy 
rich.
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Germans, Italians, Belgians and Dutch raised African suspicion of the 
missionary’s intentions. Was Christianity a liberating gospel or was it 
intended to soften the Africans so that they might accept white 
supremacy? That question stained the introduction of Christianity in 
Africa and, a century later, black nationalists rallied African sentiment 
against the white minority governments all over the African continent. The 
church’s fixture was uncertain when blacks reclaimed their ancestral land 
by appealing to their ancestral leaders like Nehanda Nyakasikana6 and 
Kagubi, her husband, and not to God of the Bible.
The major issue, therefore, that alienated the whites—regardless of 
whether they were missionaries or colonialists—from the Africans, was 
the seizure of African land.7 The colonialists seized the best land and 
turned it into white farming areas. The missionaries, likewise, negotiated 
with colonialists for big pieces of good land to build schools, churches and 
hospitals; and to establish mission stations. Africans who remained on 
what was turned into mission land were compelled to work for the 
privilege to live there as tenants. Their children were forced to attend 
mission schools and confess Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. Mission 
stations were, in retrospect, “islands” of Western civilization where 
missionaries lived in four-cornered houses with electric lighting, water 
faucets, a hospital or clinic and a school. The mission land was the place 
for demonstrating to Africans what good Christian life looked like.
The colonialists forcibly moved Africans to arid land that was not 
conducive to productive farming. Those Africans who remained on the 
“European”8 farms were regarded as squatters who paid for the privilege
6 Nehanda Nyakasikana, respectfully called Mbuya Nehanda after independence, was a 
spirit medium with heroic history. During the war for the liberation of Zimbabwe, her 
name was sung in many war chants that rallied the guerilla fighters to rare display of 
heroism in the 1960s and 1970s leading to independence in 1980.
7 Africans owned land by family and families eventually grew into tribes. But because the 
white colonizers referred to “tribal land” as the arid places where the “poor” Africans 
were forced to live, the term “tribal” was used to negatively impact Africans as 
uncivilized “natives.”.
8 The whites did not want to be associated with Africa and Africans. Therefore, they 
called themselves Europeans. To denigrate the Africans even further, they did not call 
them Africans; instead, they called them “natives,” a word that they turned to mean 
uncivilized people. In South Africa they called them kaffirs, a word that carried the 
connotation of Nigger in the United States. The missionaries educated more Africans in 
mission schools than the government did, and it is that education that is credited for the
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to live there by working on the farms as cheap labor.9 The violation of 
African land became a permanent cleavage between the white people as a 
whole and Africans.
The Africans regarded the land as a trust that God gave to their 
ancestors. The Westerners saw the land as something they could exploit to 
make a profit. If one thing could be singled out as the greatest mistake that 
the whites made in Africa, it was the seizure of African land. The 
establishment of the white minority government, a racist administration 
that did not desire to educate Africans, compounded that mistake. The 
little education that the so-called government schools offered to Africans 
was intended to permanently keep Africans as efficient cheap farm and 
industrial laborers.10
Moreover, Africans regarded land as a sacred heritage that could 
neither be sold nor purchased. Land was inherited and passed on from 
generation to generation. Therefore, although the aims of the missionaries 
and of the colonialists were different, they were perceived as the same 
based on the missionary and colonialist’s seizure of African land.
Traditional Africans, like the Israelites, viewed God as the sole 
owner of land, of all living things and everything that is in it (cf. Ps 24). 
Africans had no problem understanding the Priestly story of creation in 
Genesis chapter one. As its owner, God gave the land to the people, whom 
God created in the divine image, for their use (Gen 1:29); but they were
liberation of Africa. The African leadership or nationalists were educated in mission 
schools.
9 Cheap labor was the term used to refer to Africans who worked so hard for very meager 
wages, supervised harshly by the poor whites referred to by the title “boss”. Every adult 
Africans was called “boy” and a woman was “nanny”.
10 The white government formula for suppressing Africans was to deny them adequate 
education. As long as they could read and write, they could be of great service to the 
whites. Therefore, there were many “native” schools for Grades 1-6. After Grade 6 only a 
minute number of students could qualify for admission to the very few secondary schools 
available for natives. For example, when I completed Grade 6, there were only about 6 
high schools for six million Africans and over twenty for 250,000 whites living in 
Rhodesia (as Zimbabwe was called then). When I went to the University of London in 
Rhodesia in 1966, the only educational institution that was multiracial because it operated 
under the Royal Charter, there were only about 200 Blacks (from a population of 6 
million) Africans against 800 whites from a population of 250,000 whites. Restricting 
African education was done by an educational system of bottlenecking; it allowed only 
the very best among the Africans to attain university education.
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not free to use it in any way that they might wish, but in accordance with 
the providence of God (Gen 2:15). The traditional African and ancient 
Israelite people’s relationship to their land—and the ways they used and 
distributed it—was governed by this divine obligation to God and to all 
generations, past, present and future, who shared the land’s largess.
In both the Priestly and Yahwistic accounts of creation, after God 
had created everything on the earth, God entrusted the land to human 
beings to use and enjoy. In Gen 1:28 God said, “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth and subdue (kabashn) it; and have dominion over the 
fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 
moves upon the earth.” In the Yahwistic version of the creation the LORD 
God said, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree 
of the knowledge (of) good and evil you shall not eat...” (Gen 2:16-17). 
These verses make it clear that human beings were to take care of the land 
they had been given by the deity as a trust. The land was a divine gift 
given to a particular people to treasure it. To Africans and to the ancient 
Israelites, land was regarded as a woman who was like a mother.12
Traditional Africans and ancient Israelites’ creation myths depict 
primordial events in which land first appeared and on it and with it God 
created life. An African myth makes God’s union with the land much 
clear.13 The Dogons of Mali have a myth that says that when God began to 
populate the earth with creatures, he did it by sexual union with the land.
At the beginning of time, Amma (a supreme God who lived in the 
celestial regions and was the origin of all creation) created the 
Earth and immediately joined with it. But the Earth’s clitoris 
[termite hill] opposed the male penis. Amma destroyed it,
11 The Hebrew word kabash was not intended to refer to abusively subjugate the land; to 
have dominion means to be king. In Africa and the ancient Near East, kings were desired 
because they were responsible for the welfare of their subjects.
12 In Hebrew land ( ’erets) is feminine both in the Priestly source and in the Yahwistic 
source where it is called ’adamah.
13 The Canaanites regarded the seasons as depicting a cosmogic struggle in which Baal, 
Yamm and Mot were fighting for supremacy upon the land. A drought signified that Mot 
was reigning and Baal had been defeated. In spring and summer, green vegetation that 
was followed by harvest, meant that Baal was reigning again. But to effect fertility of 
animals and the fields, Baal had union with Asherah. Temple “prostitution” between the 
priest and the priestess was a ritual that was done to induce Baal to make love with his 
consort in order to end the drought and ensure the harvest.
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circumcising his wife, and they had a child, Ogo, and the twins, the 
Nommo.14
In this Dogon myth, Amma (God) was at first prevented from 
union with Earth by the termite hill. Amma was only able to unite with 
Earth after forcibly removing the obstacle, just as Elohim did by 
separating tehom from being upon the land In the Dogon myth, the 
creation of all living things and of the gods followed the excision of the 
termite hill (clitoris) that was upon the Earth/Land.15 The study of these 
myths elucidates some of the most obscure biblical texts like the Priestly 
story of creation in Genesis chapter one.
It is interesting that in the first chapter of Genesis, the spirit (Heb. 
ruach) of God could not make contact with Earth because of another 
opposing force called (Heb. tehom (the Deep). God overcame this obstacle 
by moving the tehom away from the Earth. In other words, God uncovered 
Earth to expose it to his spirit. God did not destroy tehom; rather, he 
assigned it a separate space in the universe16 and called it (Heb. mayim), 
“Seas” (Gen 1:10). It was following the removal of tehom from the face of 
the Earth that God (being male) was then able to have union with 
Earth/Land (female) to begin the production all living things.
Several themes emerge from these creation stories: (1) Water and 
earth (matter) were already in existence when God created. Thus creation 
of the universe was, in actual fact, a rearrangement of components of the 
universe. It was not completely a creation out of nothing.17 (2) A union 
between God and Earth resulted in the production of all living things: 
animals, creeping things, marine creatures and swarming birds of the air.
14 The quotation is taken from L. V. Thomas, R. Luneau and J. Doneux, Les Religions de 
L ’Afrique Noire (Paris: Fayard-Denoël, 1969).
15 In the Hebrew language there is no distinction between land and earth. Both are 
referred to as ’erets. Therefore, the translation of ’erets should always depend on the 
context in which it is used.
16 I am using universe here to make a distinction between land and seas. Land is the dry 
ground whereas seas refers to the watery chaos that God pushed to the other side so that 
dry land could appear.
17 When one closely reads the story of creation in Genesis chapter one, and compares it 
with other myths like the Babylonian Enuma Elish or the Egyptian and other African 
myths, one realizes that God did not create water and in some cases, dry land. Therefore, 
the belief in creatio ex nihilo needs to be revised.
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Therefore, God’s creation of land creatures, trees and shrubs depicts Earth 
giving birth following its union with God’s mach (spirit).
It seems to me that most land traditions converge on one central 
point: the land was given to humans to keep (shamar) and share with all 
the other fellow creatures that God made to pass before the human (Gen 
2:19). God distributed different parts of the land to different peoples. 
Therefore, for a different nation to claim another people’s land was totally 
unacceptable. The seizure of the African land was, as has already been 
said, the primary issue that marginalized the missionary church and 
antagonized the relationship between the blacks and the whites. This issue 
was the major cause of Hondo yeChimurenga* (The War of Liberation) of 
Zimbabwe. It is the same cause of many wars that were fought between 
the whites and the blacks all over Africa for the restoration of the ancestral 
land.19
The foregoing attests that the African context of theology is the 
land and the traditions that are observed by the people to whom the land 
was entrusted. The original owners feel anchored on the ancestral land for 
many reasons. It is the land they inherited from their progenitors. 
Moreover, the original owners feel entitled to a particular piece of land 
because it is the place where their ancestors are buried.20 As will be 
elaborated in subsequent essays, the theology of the Israelites also related 
to the land of their ancestors. Basically, the Israelites argued that Yahweh 
gave the land to Abraham (Gen 12:1) and to his progeny after him (Gen 
15:18). It is for this reason that the Israelites’ oldest creed (Deut 26:5b-9) 
in part reads:
18 Chimurenga means “insurrection/’ and is used here to refer to the African struggle 
against the white minority government. Several times, Africans tried to drive the white 
colonizers from their land; but failed because the whites used guns and Africans used 
spears, bows and arrows.
19 The Mau Mau is a rebellion that Jomo Kenyatta, who was educated in mission schools, 
and became a doctor in anthropology, led to liberate Kenya.
20 The Israelis’ claim on Bethlehem is because that is traditionally the place where 
Rachel’s grave is said to be located. The same applies to Hebron which is in Palestinian 
land; but the Israelis claim it as their land because there is believed to be Abraham’s 
tomb.
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...and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey. So now I bring the first of the fruit 
of the ground that you, O Yahweh, have given me. (Deut 26:9-10)
In conclusion, I would like to highlight the importance of studying 
the African worldview for advancing scholarship and evangelism. First, 
we note that African people were very attached to the original place where 
they were bom. Even in modem day, Africans who have purchased homes 
in the city with all modem amenities, will always speak of going home in 
the country. There they may sleep on a mat, oftentimes on the cold floor, 
in a hut lit with oil lamps. These are homes with no running tap water and 
one has to squat over a pit hole for a toilet. But being in ancestral land 
among members of the extended family; and looking at holy mountains or 
hills, sacred trees and fountains, gave the city dwellers such a satisfying 
and reassuring feeling. Attachment to the ancestral land was not unique to 
Africans. The Israelites were also attached to the land. Although Joseph 
had become a great person in Egypt, he still begged his brothers, i.e., the 
future generation of the Israelites, to carry his bones from Egypt to 
Canaan, the land of his ancestors (Gen 30:24-26).21
The study of traditional Africa should be a lesson to African 
Americans who are undergoing family disintegration. Traditional Africans 
might not have had material possessions; but one thing they did not lack 
was family. Wealth or educational status did not divide the African people 
into a class system. The rich were rich for the whole family, and the 
educated were educated for the whole family. This is the reason why 
Africans living in the city left their new homes to go “home” at Easter 
weekends, Christmas holidays and at other times to celebrate the gift of 
family at “home” with relatives. They spent time together sharing stories 
of city life, work experience, country life, and also just to be.
“Home” was a place for exhaling especially since Africans were 
living under all forms of discriminatory humiliation. “Home” was the 
place where elders shared didactic proverbs with the young and taught 
them axioms that applied to various situations in life. For example, if your 
job was not a good paying job and you would like to quit, an elder would 
say, Chidoko ndimarera muiri; chikuru chinouya wakora. “Small things
21 See also Gen 47:29-31 in which Jacob asked his children to swear that they would bury 
him in Canaan in the same land where his ancestors were buried.
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preserve the body; the bounty comes when you have already prospered.” 
This adage and many others like it helped young people who had low 
paying jobs to persevere. By excelling in a small paying job, one would 
ultimately be recommended for a better paying job. “Home” was, 
therefore, a place for relaxation, for receiving encouragement, for being 
accepted as you are and for enjoying fellowship with loving kinsfolk.
African tradition is also very important in elucidating many 
biblical texts that are elusive to western biblical scholarship that primarily 
depends on the ancient Near Eastern texts and myths. Africa played a 
great role in the ancient Israelite history. The Bible does not always 
explain everything; but the Bible gives hints on many things that require 
exegesis to reveal the hidden truth. The question should be asked: What is 
the Bible really saying by showing every significant leader of Israel 
staying in Africa (Egypt) at some point in his life? Although the list may 
not be exhaustive, we notice that Israel’s significant leadership visited 
Africa: Abraham, Isaac, Joseph and Jacob. Moreover, the Israelites 
became a nation in Africa. As a result, Israelites’ migration into Canaan 
may be regarded as an African-Israelite invasion of Canaan and expansion 
of territorial hegemony. For the New Testament, Jesus also stayed in 
Africa to escape King Herod.22 If the formative process of people is during 
their early stages in life, would it be unreasonable to argue that the 
Africans must have influenced Jesus in his developmental stages in life? 
At any rate, the Israelites must have learned so many traditions and 
theological worldview from the Africans. It is for this reason that a 
growing number of African biblical scholars are unveling many parallels 
between the Hebrew Bible and African tradition.23
The parallels between the Israelites and the Africans are also 
reinforced by the Black presence in the Bible, which is quiet apparent as 
one studies the Hebrew word Cush or Ethiopia in Greek, a word which 
means “black.” The Israelites were not a homogenous people; they were 
made up of various ethnic groups and Africans seem to have been one of 
the most influential group, based on the close parallels that exist between 
the Israelite and African traditio-religious perspectives.
22 The story of Herod’s attempt to kill Jesus is a myth used to explain how Jesus ended up 
in Egypt.
231 am referring to articles by Charles B. Copher, Randall C. Bailey, Kwesi Dickson, 
Dorthy Akoto and many others.
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Finally, this study is important in showing how Africans and 
Israelites were ecologically sensitive toward the land. They protected the 
land and venerated similar places that were sacred, sites where they 
encountered a theophany. These places included rivers,24 trees,25 
mountains26 or hills.7 It is for this reason that both the Israelites and 
Africans preserved some places in their pristine state. This study leads to 
the conclusion that a more serious study of the African religio-culture may 
contribute to the restoration of the world to its natural state for the good of 
all humanity and of all the creatures of the land.
Now that the Africans have inherited the land of their ancestors, 
they are able to see the relevance of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It is this 
gospel that liberated them from white, discriminatory and oppressive 
regimes. It is the same gospel that will liberate them from black neo- 
oppressors who are, in some respects, worse than the white racists. 
Therefore, the fast church growth in Africa may be attributed to two 
reasons. First, Africans are praising God for liberating them from white 
oppressors. Secondly, they are filling the churches to entreat Jesus to 
liberate them from greedy black oppressors. Africans are waiting for the 
day when the church in Africa will be teeming with people praising God 
for peace, prosperity and justice for all! Today they are still singing in 




Nkosi sikeiela, thina lusapho Iwayo.28
God bless Africa
Let your name be praised
Listen to our prayers
God, bless us, its (Africa’s) children.
24 Cf. Jacob at wrestling with a deity at the Peniel by the Jabbok River (Gen 32:22).
25 In Gen 21:33,Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beer-sheba and there called on the 
name of a god called El Olam translated, “Everlasting God.”
26 Gen 22:2 reads that God told Abraham to go and sacrifice Isaac on one of the 
mountains in the land of Moriah.
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One can hardly begin a discussion of any area of theology 
without acknowledging that what we call theology has a parent 
called religion. Sometimes to understand the child, the offspring, 
we have to first of all try to understand the parent. To discuss ‘The 
Role of Theology in a Post-Modern World’ one must venture into 
a discussion of the role religion has played and continues to play in 
the development of humanity.2 This, in turn, will help us 
understand the role of theology; especially in relation to one of 
humanity’s primary endeavors, that has not changed throughout 
the ages and is still at the heart of human quest in this post-modern 
age. This is the quest for purpose and meaning. This need is 
articulated well in Norman Pittenger’s claim that “human life 
requires (also) a growing sense of belonging, of fulfillment, of self 
in acceptance... it requires some glimpse of a deeper, shall I say 
cosmic acceptance so that he can feel that his ‘subjective aim’ is 
identified with what a Christian would call a ‘subjective aim’ of 
Deity itself...”3 A discussion of our topic must therefore address 
the issue that is central to the theological enterprise, which is the 
search of purpose and meaning in the human experience. This is 
as central today as it ever was, in our present time that is deemed
1 The Rt. Reverend Dr. John Holder was consecrated Bishop of Barbados in 
2000. He is a biblical scholar specialized in Old Testament hermeneutics and the 
writings of Second Temple Judaism.
2 Norman Pittenger, “Process Thought: A Contemporary Trend in Theology,” in 
Process Theology, Basic Writings by Key Thinkers o f the
Major Modem Movement, ed. Ewert H. Cousins (New York, NY: Newman 
Press, 1971), 23-35.
3 Pittenger, “Process Thought: A Contemporary Trend in Theology,” 33.
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as the Post-Modern World.
Our discussion must also ask the question of whether 
purpose and meaning are still treated as legitimate dimensions of 
the human experience; and if so, can religion, and consequently 
theology, still play a central role in understanding human 
experience. We will proceed with the discussion of our topic 
under five headings:
-The place and the role of Religion in human experience 
-Religion and Theology: The relationship 
-Post-Modern: Understanding the term and its affiliates 
-Post-Modern thinking and the teachings of Jesus 
-and the place of theology in the discourse on human 
expectations and experience in the twenty-first century
The Place and Role of Religion in Human Experience
Let us therefore begin with where I think our discussion 
should start. We start with the phenomenon that has dominated 
human experience probably more than any other. This 
phenomenon is religion. It is one that would not subside, and 
would not go away. Religion just will not die in spite of the 
reading of its eulogy at several points in history. One of the 
loudest voices in this assault on religion was Friedrich Nietzsche 
(1844-1900). He once wrote, “God is dead: but considering the 
state of the species Man is in, there will perhaps be caves, for ages 
yet, in which his shadow will be shown.”4 Religion persists and 
the belief in God stands firm in spite of Nietzsche’s expectations. 
Not that the quest to rule it as archaic and irrelevant has not 
persisted. Nietzsche’s sentiments have been reflected in the 
writings of several persons down to our own time.5 If the 
questions raised by religion were totally irrelevant to human
4 Fredrich Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (Chemnitz: Verlag von Emst 
Schmetitnet, 1882), Book 3 Section 108.
5 Richard Harries, God Outside the Box (London, England: SPCK, 2002), 72.
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existence, then this peculiar human experience along with all its 
questions would have long disappeared. It would have been 
reduced to a ‘shadow’, to quote Nietzsche. That it, along with its 
sibling theology has persisted would seem to suggest that religion 
and theology and the bundle of questions about human existence 
and experience that they pose are as relevant today as they ever 
were.
The variants and the twists and turns in the human journey 
have not yet developed a formula to kill it off. It survives at its 
worst moments and triumphs at its best. In spite of the reading of 
its eulogy at several points in history, it is very much alive, it just 
will not die.6
Religion has history and time on its side. It has been 
embedded in the human psyche and manifested in human behavior 
as far back in history as we are able to trace. One track of the 
fascinating journey of the History of Religion takes us to Africa, to 
ancient Egypt, where we find some of the earliest manifestations of 
religion. There is evidence from the Ancient Egyptian collection 
termed ‘,naqada V  that dates between 4400 to 3000 BCE, that 
indicates that religion was a significant phenomenon in Egyptian 
society in this early era.
Religion and religious activity were deemed as the primary 
concerns of the community. The Pharaoh was deeply involved in 
the function and preservation of the religious experience. One 
writer claims “...all the way back in Archaic and Predynastic 
times, when the cult place was a simple reed hut, the places were 
in essence the “Home of the God” and thus a place where only 
Pharaoh as the Son of God and those he appointed as his deputies,
n
could meet with the god.
From then until now, religion has dominated the human
6 Harries, God Outside the Box, 3.
7 K.M. Jonsson, “Ancient Egypt Online,” Ancient Egyptian Religion, 
http://www.philae.nu/akhet/history/html (accessed February 7,2011).
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quest for purpose and meaning. The efforts to relegate it to the 
realm of irrelevance in this human quest, efforts to destroy it, and 
in its place implant humanism, Marxism, Communism and 
secularism have not worked. The communist experiment collapsed 
and religion persists. The prevalence of religion in the world is 
reflected in a survey of 2005 that lists religious adherents in 
relation to the world’s population as follows:
Christianity 2.1 Billion -  33% of world’s population
Islam 1.5 billion -21%
Hinduism 900 million -14 %
Chinese Traditional 394 million - 6%%
Buddhism 376 million - 6%
African Traditional 300 million - 6%
Sikhism 23 million - 0.38%
Judaism 14 million 0.22 %8
These figures indicate that some eighty-six percent of the world’s 
populations are adherents of some form of religion. Only fourteen 
and sixteen percent are categorized as ‘non-religious’. But even 
here some fifty percent of these would classify themselves as 
theistic; that is, they believe in a supreme-being but are non- 
religious, that is, they do not adhere to any religious tradition. 
Religion persists and just will not go away, but why?
Religion will not go away because it touches on an area of 
our humanity that nothing else seems capable of adequately 
addressing, no matter how hard we try. It responds to a niche in 
the human psyche that nothing else seems capable of fulfilling and 
satisfying.9 It raises the type of questions about meaning and
8 “Major Religions of the World,” Adherents,
http://www.adherents.com/Religions_By_Adherents.html (accessed February 7, 
2011).
9 Patrick Burke, The Major Religions (Oxford, England: Blackwell, 2004), 2ff.
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purpose and destiny for which other human pursuits fail to provide 
adequate answers. The questions will not go away and religion 
persists. The reduction of the traditional indicators of religion, like 
going to worship should not be interpreted as a decline in 
religion.10
Religion matters. It continues to influence and shape the 
world in a way that few other things can. Just take a look at the 
present confrontation between the Western world and radical Islam 
as represented by ‘al Qaeda and the Taliban. This is at the very 
core a religious conflict. It can be interpreted as a conflict between 
those who deemed themselves the guardians of Western Christian 
values and those who are convinced that their role is to adhere 
tenaciously to the values of Islam, spread these values, and remove 
all those who stand in the way. The issues are religious ones with 
political and economic implications. It takes a bit more than a 
good working knowledge of current affairs and politics to 
understand the issues that are at work here. They are about far 
more than politics and financial hegemony. At the heart of it all is 
religion.
Religion and Theology
It is out of religion that theology emerges. As defined by 
John Macquarrie, theology is, “ ...the study which through 
participation in reflection upon a religious faith, seeks to express 
the context of this faith in the clearest and most coherent language 
available.”11 If religion is more about the structural basics: belief, 
cult, ritual, and moral behavior, then, theology is about the 
reflection on these and the construction of theoretical/philosophical 
structures that seek to understand them and explain them and the 
relationship between them. Where there is religion there is
10 Harries, God Outside the Box, ix ff.
11 John Macquarrie, Principles o f Christian Theology (London, England: SCM 
Press, 1966), 1.
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theology and vice versa.
It is against this background that we can discuss the topic 
of this paper. Out of the topic leap two important terms, these are 
“Theology’ and “Post-Modern”. Let us, at this stage, create a 
working definition of theology in relation to its parent, religion. 
The definition that will take us forward sees theology as: a 
reflection on belief, cult, ritual, and moral behavior and the 
construction of theoretical/philosophical structures that seek to 
understand them and explain them and the relationship between 
them. The above is a good working definition of theology that can 
assist us with our discussion of our topic.
Post-Modern: Understanding the Term and its Affiliates
Our topic links ‘theology’ to ‘post-modern’. But what do 
we mean by the latter? The term ‘post-modern’ leads us to three 
related terms, ‘modernism’, ‘modernity’, and ‘post-modemity’. 
An understanding of these terms can help us to grasp, even better, 
the term ‘post-modern’. Indeed the word ‘modem’ has some 
interesting understandings that can be useful for our discussion. 
When used as a sociological or historical term, ‘modem’ denotes 
the era of history and all the developments stretching from the end 
of the Middle Ages to present day. It however, connotes more than 
a time line. It captures the spectrum of activities that have 
combined to move humanity from the Middle Ages to the present. 
Science and technology, theology and philosophy, culture and 
sports are all part of the package.
Out of this understanding of the term ‘Modem’, emerges 
‘modernism’, and ‘modernity’. These two have acquired some 
subtle nuances of meaning that can distinguish them for the term 
‘modem’. Modernism can be given a strictly sociological 
definition or a more nuanced theological one. The Oxford 
Reference Dictionary offers the first type of definition:
Modernism is a broad term used to refer to a whole range
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of individual artistic movements and artists, mostly in the first 
half of the twentieth century. The emphasis tends to be on 
form rather than content and represents a deliberate program to 
challenge traditional (often nineteenth-century) forms of 
expressions associated with narrative and representation, to the 
often questioning basic tenets relating to Western civilization 
and human progress.12
In the theological use of ‘Modernism,’ this term is used to refer to 
a theological movement in the Roman Catholic Church that 
emerged at the turn of the twentieth century. It represented a 
radical departure from traditional Roman Catholic theology and 
argued that its dogmas and liturgical forms were ‘only 
symbolically true’. Its basic aim was to promote liberalism in 
theology.13
The elements of challenge and change surface in each 
definition. Modernism is to be understood against a background 
and indeed in a context of traditional understandings and patterns 
of life that are deemed to have outlived their relevance. It can be 
placed in the grove of the process of constant change that 
characterizes history.
It is this element of challenge that agitates for change that 
is at the same time a reaction to previous traditions and 
understandings of life that is the bond holding ‘Modem’ and 
‘Modernism’ together. It is the same bond that links them to our 
other term, ‘Modernity’. Anthony Giddens provides for us a more 
extended definition. He describes modernity as a shorthand term 
for modem society, or industrial civilization. Portrayed in more 
detail, he claims, it is:
1. A certain set of attitudes toward the world, the idea of the
12 Angus Stevenson, ed., Joyce Hawkins (Oxford University Press, NY, 1989).
13 Alan Richardson, “Modernism,” in A Dictionary o f Christian Theology, ed. 
Allan Richardson (London, England: SCM Press, 1972), 221.
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world as open to transformation, by human intervention;
2. A complex of economic institutions, especially industrial 
production and a market economy;
3. A certain range of political institutions, including the nation- 
state and mass democracy. Largely as a result of these 
characteristics, modernity is vastly more dynamic than any 
previous type of social order. It is a society—more technically, 
a complex of institutions—which, unlike any preceding culture, 
lives in the future, rather than the past.14
For some persons, however, ‘modernity’ signifies a negative 
understanding of life and reality. According to Hutson Smith, 
Modernity induces us to believe that there is no right higher than 
the right to choose what one believes, wants, needs, or must 
possess.15
There is surely an affinity linking the three terms, modem, 
modernism, and modernity. The same link leads us to the term 
‘Post-Modern’. At face value the term would mean the condition 
existing after the conditions of modernism and modernity. Let us 
look at the term ‘Post-Modern’. One writer has argued that: 
“ ...post-modernism, particularly as an academic movement, can be 
understood as a reaction to modernism in the Humanities. 
Whereas modernism was primarily concerned with principles such 
as identity, unity, authority, and certainty post-modernism is often 
associated with difference, plurality, and skepticism.”16 Some of 
the characteristics sound like a number of the basics of
14Anthony Giddens, The Third Way: The Renewal o f Social Democracy 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1998), 94.
15 Hutson Smith, The Soul o f Christianity (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins, 
2005), xxiii.
16 “Post-modernism,” Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia* 
http://en. wikipedia.org/wiki/postmodernism(accessed February 7,2011).
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Christianity, especially as these are enunciated by Jesus in the 
Gospel tradition. His outreach to the poor and the gentiles and his 
denunciation of pharisaic piety all seem to bear a stamp of 
difference, and plurality with - .  If so, the thinking called may not 
be too modem in more ways than one. There are other definitions 
of post-modernism. It can also be described as: “a general and 
wide-ranging term which is applied to literature, art, philosophy, 
architecture, fiction, and cultural and literary criticism among 
others. Post-modernism is largely a reaction to the assumed 
certainty of scientific, or objective, efforts to explain reality.”17 It 
espouses a different understanding of reality:
Reality - according to is not simply mirrored in human 
understandings of it, but rather, is constructed as the mind tries 
to understand its own particular and personal reality. Or this 
reason, post-modernism is highly skeptical of explanations 
which claim to be valid for all groups, cultures, traditions, or 
races, and instead focuses on the relative truths of each person.
As Francis S. Collins has claimed, post-modernism (post- 
modernist philosophy) “...argues that there are no absolute rights 
or wrongs and all ethical decisions are relative. In other words, 
there is an emphasis on the freedom and indeed the right of the 
individual to make decision unencumbered by traditions and 
customs. There seems to be some affinity here to ‘situation 
ethics’.”18 is a reaction to modernism that had evolved into a 
condition that is not too modem. It is a question of what was 
radical change yesterday can become the rigid quo today.
17 “Postmodernism,” PBS: Faith and Reason Glossary,
http://www.pbs.org/faithandreasongloss/postm-body.html (accessed February 7, 
2011).
18 Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1966).
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All this suggests a shift in focus away from a rigid 
structured community format to the individual. Post-modernism 
puts up a red flag in response to the ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
reality. It underlines the value of individual thought and shows an 
appreciation for diversity. The ‘one size fits air approach has of 
course been the foundation of some of the most despicable acts of 
humanity; Racism, Genocide, fascism, and many forms of 
extremism have found a home in this approach. These leave no 
room for the peculiarity of the individual.
Post-modernism ensures that the individual does not 
become lost in the crowd with its preference for what has been 
described as “...playful attitudes and individualistic innovation 
more than a formal school of thought.”19
The emphasis on the experiential and individuality of 
course runs counter to what the world may deem as necessary for 
survival and stability. Societies of all shades and shapes do not 
take kindly to the experiential and individuality. We are easier to 
manage in groups. The herd mentality can function as one of the 
most effective means of control. The other side of this is that the 
world does not cope well with difference. The history of humanity 
is full of persons who dared to think and act differently and were 
deemed threats to their society. “From Jesus to Gandhi, from 
Martin Luther King to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar from 
Galileo to Hans Kung, the story is the same. Differences can be 
deemed as threats and eliminated, incarcerated or deemed 
illegitimate.”20
Post-Modern Thinking and the Teachings of Jesus
But our understanding of as emerging out of our definitions 
seems to suggest some similarities with the teachings of
19 Mortimer Chambers, et al, eds., The Western Experience (Boston: McGraw 
Hill 8th Edition, 2003), 1154.
20 Harries, God Outside the Box, 47ff.
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Christianity as hinted earlier. Should this be the case then that 
there is surely a place for theology in the Post-Modern world even 
if we have to be clear about this place.21
When we place the teachings of Jesus within the context of 
first century Judaism, and then try to read them through a post- 
modem prism, they seem to focus on the place of the individual in 
God’s plan of salvation. Attention is paid to the individual as in . 
Jesus’ ministry as laid out in the Gospels was a ministry that drew 
the individual out of the crowd and addressed his/her issue. This is 
graphically illustrated in the story of Zaccheus (Luke 19:1-10) and 
the story of the sick woman in (Mark 5:24-34). It is made in an 
even more profound manner in the question posed by Jesus to 
Peter in the story of Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi as set 
out in St. Matt 16:13-20:
But who do you say that I am 
(w . 15b)
Or to do a bit of Midrash here:
Yes, yes, I hear and I know what all the others are saying 
But what are you saying, what is your opinion 
Who do you say that I am?
This approach of Jesus must however be placed within a wider 
context, that of the kingdom of God. The kingdom of a communal 
concept that emphasizes the love and care of the other person.22 
The parable of the Good Samaritan, that of Dives and Lazarus, and 
the Sermon on the Mount all emphasize the central importance of 
communal/brotherly responsibility that Jesus proclaimed as one of 
the qualifications for entry into the kingdom.
The same point is made in the story of the encounter with
21 David Tracy, “Theology and the Many Faces of Postmodemity,” in Readings 
in Modem Theology, ed. Robin Gill (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1995), 
225-235.
22 Norman Perrin, Rediscovering the Teachings o f Jesus, (New York, NY: 
Harper & Row, 1975), 107ff.
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God as judge in Matt 25. Here the recurring theme . as you did 
to one of the least of these my brethren you did it to me...” 
emphasizes the importance of communal/brotherly responsibility.
Christian theology, as built on the teachings of Jesus, holds 
together in tension a strand that pays attention to the individual - 
the one that can synchronize with post-modernism - and one that 
emphasizes communal responsibility - the one that may be at 
variance with. It is not an ‘either/or’ but rather a ‘both/and5. It is 
this tension between these two legitimate understandings of life 
that provide theology with a relevance that post-modernism has not 
been able to replace.
Post-modernism and Human Experience and Expectations
At this stage we can safely say that Post-modernism raises 
some legitimate questions about human experience and 
expectations that lead us to revisit some inherited assumptions 
about the place and the role of the individual in society. However, 
it does not, and indeed, cannot negate the questions raised by 
theology and most likely does not intend to do so.
We have seen that there is some commonality but there are 
also some significant differences. The questions raised by theology 
remain relevant and legitimate in a postmodern world. They do 
because the world as we experience it does not seem to provide or 
is even capable of providing all the answers to a wide range of 
questions raised by the experiences it generates. These are 
questions that theology can legitimately address and for which it 
can provide some insights that other areas may not be capable of 
providing. Theology is still very relevant in the postmodern era. 
There are, for example, the questions and issues relating to the 
purpose and meaning and significance of life to which it seems 
theology can provide the most adequate response in this Post- 
modem world. Let us now take a look at some of these questions 
and issues.
There is, first of all, a cluster of question and issues
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in relation to human origin, purpose and destiny, questions that are 
still relevant in the post-modern world. They are relevant because 
they take us through the façade of the material world to the very 
core of human existence and experience.
Religion has long resisted the theories that seek to 
interpret the origin of humanity solely on terms of the convergence 
of certain forces of the natural world. Without denying the value 
and findings of science or the somewhat reductionist truism of the 
writer of Genesis 3:19 that “ ...you are dust, and to dust you shall 
return...” religion and Christian theology have insisted that there is 
more to life than death. This ‘more5 has been articulated in terms 
of life beyond death but also in terms of the value of life before 
death. These are two of the foundational pillars upon which 
Christina theology has been constructed. The conviction that there 
is life beyond death of course predates Christianity, but 
Christianity picks up the conviction and presents it in relation to 
the beliefs about Jesus as Lord.
There is, of course, a close link between the belief in life 
beyond death and the need to treat life as having value before 
death. This is another of the important points made in the St. 
Matthew passage quoted above. Of course the understanding that 
great value must be attached to life is peculiar neither to religion 
nor theology. It exists outside of both. It can be numbered among 
what Kluckhohn has termed six ‘Ethical universals’, which are:
1. Prohibition against murder (wanton killing within the in-group)
2. Prohibition against stealing within the in-group
3. Prohibition against incest, and other regulations on sexual 
behavior
4. Prohibition under defined circumstances against lying
5. Regulations and stipulations regarding the restitution and 
reciprocity of property
6. Stimulation of mutual obligation between parents and children 
These he describes as “ ...the product of universal human nature
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which is based in turn, upon a common biology, psychology, and 
generalized situation.”23 When they are embodied in religion and 
theology, a dimension is added that transforms them into far more 
than a collection of ethical norms that function to relegate behavior 
in a community. They are linked to the divine and so become part 
of the prism through which human activity is to be viewed and 
assessed.
This understanding that runs counter to the humanist 
approach establishes a foundation on which the values that guide 
humanity as well as the agitation for these values can be grounded. 
These values can be encompassed within what we deem as human 
rights.
We can argue that theology has a role to play in a 
discussion of any of the critical issues of human origin and destiny 
that confront humanity today. It is to maintain a perspective to 
ensure that the discussion is maintained at a level where humanity 
is seen to be far more than a product of the forces of nature.
A second critical issue of the post-modern world to which theology 
can speak with a powerful and probing voice is the issue of Human 
Rights. Post-modernism with its bias towards individualism, will 
also connect naturally to the human rights issue.
It can be pointed out, however, that although the issue of 
human rights has been with us from the very dawn of time when 
they are grounded in religion and theology they are given a status 
that cannot be annulled no matter how often they are discarded by 
humanity. They are treated as supra-human, that is, divine.
Theology lifts the issue to another level and argues for a 
dimension to the struggle that connects it to the belief in a God of 
justice. As such, theology transforms the struggle into one that is
23 Clyde Kluckhohn, “Ethical Relativity Sic et Non,” in Culture and Behavior, 
ed. R. Kluckhohn (Oxford, England: Free Press Glencoe, 1965) 285.
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built on a moral imperative that stands firm no matter how often or 
by whom it is violated.
Given the continuing concerns for Human Rights in this 
Post-Modern age, there is a place for theology with its convictions 
about the divine connection to humanity through the traditions of 
creation and incarnation. These traditions affirm the importance of 
each individual in the world and place the grounds for this 
importance outside of the confines of humanity. The creation 
tradition not only highlights the love and power of God, but also 
the value of humanity. The same can be said of the Incarnation.
The ongoing discussion on human trafficking (which is a 
Human Rights issue) and other violations of Human Rights can 
find sound theological support in the biblical tradition. In other 
words, there is relevant theological input that can be drawn into the 
discussion.
We are all appalled by the recent revelation that between 
1946 and 1948, the USA, in research on STD’s, infected over 
seven hundred persons in Guatemala with STD’s. Prisoners, 
mentally challenged persons, and prostitutes were infected without 
their knowledge. They were used as Guinea Pigs. In our post- 
modernism work, there is an outcry against this injustice. 
Theology has a legitimate voice in this.
Theology is able to ground its voice of protest in a solid 
biblical theology. The Priestly declaration of Gen. 1:26-27 is a 
section of the cornerstone:
Then God said, "Let us make humankind in our image, 
according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth." So God created 
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them.
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The theology of the incarnation is the other cornerstone. Together 
they constitute a solid foundation upon which theology can stand 
and protest the human rights violations in all their many 
manifestations.
Theology, therefore, has a role to play in preventing any 
reductionist understanding of the value of human beings. Its role is 
keeping the discussion on Human Rights in the realm of the moral 
imperative and so ensures that the correct questions are put when 
these rights are violated.
A third issue of the post-modern world to which theology 
has a legitimate call is the discussion of the environment. Standing 
firmly on the creation tradition we are to be seen as guardians of 
the earth and not its owners.
In the creation story, the divine command to humanity, 
placed in the garden that is on earth, is to take care of God’s 
creation leahbedah we leshamerah - reads the Hebrew which can 
also be translated as: to cultivate and to preserve and protect. The 
charge here is that given to a steward. There is a heavy 
responsibility laid upon humanity. We are answerable to the one 
who owns the earth (garden) and has placed us in it.
A similar idea that can support an environmental theology 
is found in Deuteronomy. In this book the land (earth) is 
Yahweh’s. It is leased out to humanity (Israel) who remains ger, 
“tenant” but never becomes owner.24 Deuteronomy articulates this 
responsibility in the care for wild life, that is, the care for the 
environment:
If you come on a bird’s nest, in any tree or on the ground, with 
fledglings or eggs, with the mother sitting on the fledglings or 
on the eggs, you shall not take the mother with the young.
(Deut. 22: 6)
The Psalmist in Ps. 104 emphasizes an unbreakable link
24 Walter Brueggemann, The Land (London, England: SPCK, 1978), 45ff.
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between God and the environment. Vv. 10-14 captures the very 
essence of the bond:
You can make springs gush forth in the valleys; they flow 
between the hills, giving drink to every wild animal; the wild 
asses quench their thirst. By the streams the birds of the air 
have their habitation; they sing among the branches. From 
your lofty abode you water the mountains; the earth is satisfied 
with the fruit of your work. You cause the grass to grow for 
the cattle, and plants for people to use, to bring forth food from 
the earth.
This powerful bit of creation theology portrays Yahweh as 
creator and benefactor. The Yahweh speeches in Job 38-41 make 
the same point. Yahweh is not only creator; he is also provider and 
sustainer. Our Lord’s comment of the birds and the vegetation in 
Matt 6:25-33 makes a similar link between God and the 
environment. All this creates a solid base upon which we can 
construct our theology of the environment. It is a theology that 
protests the destruction of the environment for selfish gain. 
Deforestation, over-fishing, contamination of water supply, and 
over-mining (or doing so in the wrong places) are all affronts to the 
creator.
The present threats to the Arctic and Antarctica, rainforests, 
oceans and other delicate environmentally balanced sections of 
God’s creation are not only environmental concerns but theological 
ones as well. They represent these threats, a human arrogance, a 
hubris that is driven by selfishness and political hegemony.25 
There is a role for theology here.
As ger, we have no right to destroy. Our role, the mandate 
given by the creator is to protect and preserve and pass it on to the
25 On the Biblical understanding of this, cf. Helmer Ringgren, Israelite Religion 
(London, England: SPCK, 1969), 111,128,274, 347.
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next generation. In the words of the chief character of the film 
‘Lilies o f the Field, ’ Brother John, played by Sydney Poitier, “We 
are just passing through.”
In the context of post-modernism, with its individualistic 
approach to life, a theology of the environment points us to the 
communal responsibility for our greatest charge, the earth.
The fourth area in which theology can engage in an enlightened 
discussion in our post-modernism world is the present economic 
condition of the world. Theology can address the recent economic 
meltdown, a situation that reflects many traits of post-modern 
thinking.
Over the last few years we have been following the 
economic challenges that have cropped up around the world with 
some devastating fall-out. The condition in the USA is the one we 
are following closely and most likely, it is the one that will have a 
greater impact upon the rest of the world. It is good to hear that 
things are beginning to improve.
Efforts are being made to correct what has gone wrong. 
We have heard the many interpretations of what has gone wrong 
and why things have gone wrong. We have been offered many 
solutions to put them right. From the position of one who is not 
trained in economics or business, or politics, I would tend to 
identify a somewhat obvious player in all of this, humanity, as 
where we should look to find the primary problem. I would go on 
to say that it is an unwholesome human element that is at the core 
of what has gone wrong. The greatest and most efficient systems 
we create are in the hands of human beings who are prone to all 
types of weaknesses. The dictum of Murphy’s Law: Anything that 
can go wrong will go wrong, seems to find support in the current 
financial crisis.
The economic crisis touches on one of the basic 
convictions of theology. It is the conviction about human sin. 
This theological concept is articulated in many varied ways, but it 
touches on the point of human limitations. Any analysis of the
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conditions of humanity must take this on board. Because of human 
frailty, things can go wrong. What we think can work well and 
should work well can attract some very negative human elements 
that can pit it wrong. The Wall Street crisis is a case in point. But 
there can be no simplistic analysis that ignores the complexity of 
the world’s economic systems on one hand, or the complexity of 
humanity on the other hand. I would argue that the most complex 
element in it all is humanity. The minds that put the vulnerable 
complex systems together must surely be more complex than the 
systems but just as vulnerable. Here is a factor that we still cannot 
fùlly understand and whose actions and motives we cannot 
accurately predict. Humanity is a complex enigma.
Theology approaches the present condition of the world 
while paying attention to the human element. It is this context that 
theology’s effort to hold the positives and the negatives of 
humanity in tension becomes relevant. The consciousness of the 
tension prevents us from taking our feet off the ground and closing 
our eyes to reality, as it never allows us to abandon hope; hope 
built on the conviction that what is today, as bad as it seems, need 
not be the same tomorrow. It is this tension that bedevils humanity 
that is captured in St. Paul’s wrestling match in Rom 7: 19-27
• (v. 19) “ ... I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do 
not want is what I do.”
• (v. 23) “... but I see in my members another law at war 
with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law 
of sin that dwells in my members.”
He almost surrenders to the opponent:
• (v. 24) “... Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue 
me from this body of death?”
But concludes on a note of victory:
• (v. 26) “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our
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Lord!”
So then even is the complexity remains:
• (v. 27) .. So then, with my mind I am a slave to the
law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the law of 
sin.”26
There is a sense in which for the Christian and, 
consequently, for theology, there should be few surprises in 
relation to human behavior. If we live conscious of the tensions in 
humanity so clearly articulated by St. Paul, our surprises will be 
minimized. Those who carved out the theology of the fall many 
centuries ago were wrestling with this tension. A dimension to the 
tension was holding in tension a good and gracious powerful 
creator God and frail humanity.27
It is within this theological context that the Church can 
respond to the present economic crisis. It does so standing on a 
tradition that can speak to the two broad approaches that can be 
placed under the two banners of the capitalist approach and the 
socialist approach.
We can embrace the parable of the talents where the right 
attitude and proper investments reap good profits. We can also 
embrace the parable of the laborers in the vineyard where things 
are tightly managed so that all may benefit. In the latter parable, 
there is a strong socialist conviction that each person in the 
community deserves a fair share of the pie and there is no 
automatic right of one group to have an excess over the other.
The world has moved and drifted between two positions. 
We have had the strong socialist approach of the seventies with
26 Gunther Bomkamm, Paulus (Stuttgart, Verlag W. Kohlhammer, 1969). 126ff 
cited by Brendan Byrne, “Interpreting Romans: The New Perspective,” 
Interpretation 58, no. 3 (2004) 241 - 252.
27 Gerhard Von Rad, Old Testament Theology (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 
1962-1965), 154-160.
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Michael Manley, Forbes Burnham and liberation theology, all 
against a backdrop of a strong socialist Eastern Europe and Cuba. 
We have had Thatcherism and Reaganomics and, to a lesser extent, 
Bushism with the free and wild market that was proclaimed to be 
the salvation path for the world. The collapse of the managed 
socialist systems of Eastern Europe only served to cement this 
conviction. And now we have been pushed to the edge of the 
precipice and the questions about the very nature of capitalism that 
can be driven by a strong element of human greed, are being asked 
again. The approach of world leaders like President Obama is in 
many ways a tempering of the rabid capitalist approach. Marx is 
probably laughing in his grave.
The irony, however, is that the greed that brought 
capitalism to its knees can be the primary driving force that 
rebuilds it. We are driven by the call for more in the Oliver Twist 
story. We are greedy by nature. Greed touches on a number of 
theological convictions. This human weakness was identified very 
early in the history of the Church as one of the seven deadly sins 
(wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, gluttony).28 Here theology 
attempts to connect some areas of negative behavior to the belied 
in a good and gracious creator who wants his creatures to be only 
the best. It connects these types of behavior to dire consequences, 
primarily beyond this life. But there are also consequences this 
side of heaven. If greed creates a system that is almost a type of 
free-for-all where people are driven by profit and greed with little 
concern about the welfare of the weak and vulnerable and even the 
environment; such a system sows the seeds of its own destruction 
with the type of disastrous consequences we saw recently.
Capitalism, left unchecked, develops into a beast that 
gobbles up the weak and vulnerable. It creates a moral problem
28 On the place of sin in modem theological discourse, see David Kelsey, “What 
ever happened to Doctrine of Sin,” in Readings in Modem Theology, ed. Robin 
Gill (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1995), 236-246.
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and consequently a theological challenge. We need to keep it in 
check. In spite of all its many good points, it plays on a side of 
human nature that can create a wave of problems. Of course, the 
same can be said of a system that stifles our God-given freedom, 
dulls human initiative, and seeks to control every element of 
human endeavor. Here, there is no space for creativity and 
experiment. The elements that can lead to self-destruction are also 
present.
There is, therefore, the need for the balance as Jesus 
preached. We need to hold the lessons of the parables of the 
talents and the laborers in the vineyard in tension. These parables 
are as relevant in the post-modern world as they were when first 
spoken.
The slowdown in the world’s economy raises not only 
economic questions but theological ones as well. It is a 
development that has effected most, if not all of our institutions, 
including the Church. There are the questions about the moral 
responsibility of those most responsible for the condition.
This leads us to a fifth area in which theology has a natural place in 
our post-modern society. This is the area of morality. There are 
two assumptions about humanity that are critical for this area of 
discussion. One is that each human being has a conscience and so 
can make moral choices between right and wrong.29
The assumption connects naturally to the second which is a 
theological one. This is that God has created humanity in his 
image and so has granted to each human being this sense of 
morality. As such, therefore, theology anchors morality outside of 
the realm of humanity, so that no one can claim to escape its 
demands.
Immanuel Kant is one of the philosophers who has helped 
us to clarify this area of human thinking. He developed the theory
29 Ronald Preston, “Conscience,” in A Dictionary o f Christian Ethics, ed. John 
Macquarrie (London, England: SCM Press, 1974), 66-68.
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of the ‘categorical imperative’ which is sometimes referred to as 
the ‘moral imperative\ Kant argued the imperative to be a dictate 
of pure reason, and claimed that not following the moral law was 
seen to be self-defeating and thus contrary to reason.30
When we take the moral imperative idea into theology, it is 
understood to be a ‘divine voice’ speaking through humanity. For 
the theologian, therefore, the moral imperative points us beyond all 
that we can construct or imagine and lodges the origins and the 
demands of morality outside of the dictates of human power and 
control in God.
This thinking places morality at the very center of the 
human endeavor. As such, it supersedes every changing age and 
outlive every human fad. In our post-modernism world, morality 
is still central to human behavior. It remains an indispensable 
factor in every human action.
Conclusion
We can safely claim at this point, that given the matter with 
which we are dealing on one hand, and the role and nature of 
theology on the other, there is a place for theology in the present 
post-modernism world. The basic issues and concerns for 
humanity have not been removed, indeed cannot be removed by 
post-modernism thinking. We of course can bring different and 
fresh interpretations to bear on these issues and concerns. But the 
specimen to whom these are directed remains the same throughout 
the years.
The voice of theology has been one of the powerful voices 
in human history. It has raised the type of issues and posed the 
type of questions that cannot be ignored. It continues to be 
powerful and relevant. Post-modernism may invite us to look 
again at our understandings of society and humanity. It can pose
30 Arthur Rogers, A Student’s History o f Philosophy (New York, NY: 
MacMillan, 1971), 376 - 403.
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some creative and probing questions about these issues. But it can 
never provide all the answers.
Theology provides a range of answers that remain relevant 
simply because they create a perspective of human experience that 
other areas of human thinking may be tempted to ignore or relegate 
to a secondary position. Theology forces us to ask questions about 
purpose and meaning in a manner that other disciplines do not. It 
accepts human frailty and understands its strengths. It posits a 
power outside of the realm of human frailty. This power is God 
who functions as our bedrock of hope.
Humanity at all stages of its development, in every era has 
found it difficult to function without hope. Today, in our post- 
modernism world, we too need hope and the one in whom it is 
grounded, God Almighty. In spite of all our developments and 
discoveries, human experience raises a number of questions for 
which theology can still provide the most adequate answer.
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On the basis o f the features o f the Exodus narrative, I suggest that 
we are dealing in parts o f Exodus with a subversive parody of Egyptian 
mythology. It is not that the Egyptian gods are (so to speak) brought 
recognizably on stage, but that some o f their characteristic actions— 
significantly, actions o f fundamental symbolic importance for the stability 
of the Egyptian dynasty—are mimed by other characters: not only by 
Israel’s god, the LORD, but by the anti-characters—ostensibly polar 
opposites to the glorious, powerful figures o f Egyptian myth—through 
whom the L o r d ’s purposes are accomplished. One powerful and, I 
suggest, an intended effect o f the Exodus account operates at the level o f 
mythology, specifically, the myths involved in the distinctly Egyptian 
ideology o f kingship. We are not dealing in Exodus with an “ancient” or 
“primitive” attempt to explain, in mythic terms, otherwise bewildering 
natural events (earthquakes, atmospheric effects, naturally occurring 
environmental imbalances, etc.). To the extent something else is going on, 
modem attempts to develop scientific explanations for reconstructing 
“what really happened" as natural phenomena rather miss the point.
In what follows I draw attention to some aspects of Egyptian 
mythology concerning the goddess Isis, her consort Osiris, and their son 
Horus that bear comparison with aspects of the Exodus story. At the outset 
I should stipulate what the informed reader will readily enough gather: 
that I am not an Egyptologist and that my familiarity with the field is that 
of an amateur. I discuss themes and images that I have found discussed in 
varied sources, some of the older of which contemporary Egyptologists 
urge should be used only with considerable caution.2 I ask the generous
1 Dr. Neill Elliott is the acquisition editor in biblical studies at Fortress Press. He also 
serves as an Episcopal priest and scholar-in-residence at St. Paul Episcopal Church in the 
Hill in St. Paul.
2 For example, E. A. Wallis Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians: Studies in Egyptian
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reader to consider whether the arguments here might be made stronger by 
reliance on even better evidence than I have been able to muster. I 
welcome any corrections or qualifications that might be offered.3
I. A Relatively Unexplored Question
To my knowledge, the two sets of episodes—the Isis-Osiris-Horus myth 
and the Exodus narrative—have only very rarely been compared, and then 
only incidentally, not systematically. That is understandable. Beginning in 
the mid-twentieth century, a wealth of archaeological discoveries in Syria- 
Palestine, not least the spectacular discovery of Ugarit and the rich find of 
literary materials at Ras Shamra, have focused scholarly attention on the 
Canaanite environment in which Israel emerged, on the problems of 
identifying a recognizably “Israelite” material culture against that 
environment, and on continuity and contrast between Canaanite myth and 
Hebrew epic or Israelite religion.4 The study of Canaanite culture “has 
developed into a quasi-independent specialization” within biblical 
studies,5 and the contest among alternative accounts of Israel’s emergence 
in Canaan (whether as “conquest,” pastoral migration, or cultural 
revolution within the Canaanite city-states) continues to this day.6
Mythology, 2 vols. (Chicago: Open Court; London: Methuen, 1904; reprint New York: 
Dover, 1969); idem, Osiris: The Egyptian Religion o f Resurrection (2 vols.; London: 
Warner, 1911; reprint in one volume, New York: University Books, 1961). Budge’s 
considerable knowledge accompanies a marked condescension toward “the Egyptian 
mind.” He cites as his source for drawings Ridolfo Vittorio Lanzone, Dizionario di 
Mitología Egizia (2 vols.; Turin: Litografía Fratelli Doyen, 1881), which I have not had 
leisure to consult.
331 am grateful for the helpful comments and criticisms I received from members of the 
Egyptology and Ancient Israel Group at the Society of Biblical Literature Annual 
Meeting in Atlanta in November 2011 and especially to the gracious guidance of 
Professor John Gee; errors that remain in what follows are my own responsibility.
4 Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1973); Patrick Miller, The Divine Warrior in Early Israel (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1973).
5 J. J. M. Roberts, “Ancient Near Eastern Environment,” The Hebrew Bible and Its 
Modem Interpreters, ed. Douglas Knight and Gene Tucker (Philadelphia and Chico: 
Fortress and Scholars, 1985), p. 77.
6 See for example Baruch Halpem, The Emergence o f Israel in Canaan, SBLMS 29 
(Chico: Scholars, 1983); for the last hypothesis see George Mendenhall, “The Hebrew 
Conquest of Palestine,” The Biblical Archaeologist Reader, vol. 3 (Garden City:
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Archaeological and inscriptional evidence from Egypt has also been 
scrutinized for specific aspects of Israel’s “environment”: for example, for 
possible clues to the ethnic or social background of the liberated Hebrew 
slaves of the Exodus story, or in James Hoffmeier’s phrase, for evidence 
of “Israel in Egypt”7 or (more often, transposing the question to a much 
larger scale) for broad patterns of social and cultural change across the 
fertile crescent in the Bronze Age.8 In general, however, biblical scholars 
have devoted less attention to comparing Israelite epic with Egyptian than 
with Canaanite mythology.
Another important factor is the widely accepted (but also much 
debated) documentary hypothesis, which traces stages of the composition 
of the Torah in the early Israelite monarchy, the divided kingdoms, 
Babylonian exile, and Persian colonial rule in Yehud—but attributes very 
little of the corpus (if any) to an Egyptian setting. Even what are widely 
considered very early fragmentary materials are routinely compared with 
Canaanite exemplars: Miriam,s hymn to the warrior god YHWH (Exod 
15:20-21) resembles Canaanite poetry; the archaic recital of the Exodus in 
Deut 26:5-10 is placed in the covenant renewal liturgies of the pre- 
monarchic Israelite federation, where it functioned to sharply distinguish 
an Israelite from a Canaanite; and so forth.9 Ancient Egypt is simply not 
where Hebrew Bible scholars usually look to explain what we find in 
Torah.
Doubleday, 1970), 100-120; idem, Ancient Israel's Faith and History: An Introduction to 
the Bible in Context, ed. Gary Herion (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2001); 
Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes o f Yahweh: A Sociology o f the Religion o f Liberated 
Israel, 1250-1050B.C.E. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1979).
7 James K. Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity o f the Exodus 
Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).
8 Attention to Egyptian evidence has focused, for example, on the reference to Israel in 
the Memeptah stele, or on possible connections between the “sea peoples” or the 
enigmatic hapiru mentioned in Egyptian (and other ancient near eastern) texts and the 
Exodus narrative.
9 W. Lee Humphreys, Crisis and Story: Introduction to the Old Testament, 2nd ed. 
(Mountain View: Mayfield, 1990), p. 39. James K. Hoffmeier considers the Documentary 
Hypothesis an important factor in the “erosion” and “collapse” of the Wright-Albright 
“biblical archaeology” approach {Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity o f the 
Exodus Tradition [New York: Oxford University Press, 1996], chap. 1). I observe this 
context but do not intend in this paper to take a stand in the larger questions of history 
and historiography.
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In what follows I offer an exploration of possible Egyptian 
mythological parallels to aspects of the Exodus epic. I focus on mythic 
elements involving Osiris, Isis, and Horus that have an evident connection 
with the Egyptian ideology of kingship.
II. The Osiris-Isis-Horus Myth and the Ideology of Egyptian Kingship
I speak of mythic elements regarding Osiris, Isis, and Horus 
because these elements are not found in a connected narrative before 
Plutarch’s essay On Isis and Osiris in the second century C.E. That essay, 
addressed to a priestess of Isis in the Roman era, engages in allegorical 
and “euhemeristic” interpretation and fanciful etymologies of names and 
terms that show us that we cannot take Plutarch as a reliable guide to the 
coherence or meaning of far older Egyptian materials. Some of the 
episodes to which Plutarch refers are nevertheless mentioned in ancient 
third-millennium sources such as the Pyramid Texts (2500-2300 B.C.E.) 
and Coffin Texts (2300-2000 B.C.E.) and the so-called Memphite 
Theology.10 Because the earlier texts and images are predominantly 
concerned with the destiny and post-mortem welfare of the Pharaohs, and 
because later texts reveal a process—clearly complete by the Roman 
period—in which Osiris and Isis came to be understood as gods concerned 
with the afterlife of faithful individuals, it is easy to relegate this mythic 
cycle to the study of Egyptian afterlife conceptions.11
When we first encounter the “full-blown” Osiris-Isis-Horus myths
10 As Rundle Clarke observes, there is “no canonical version of the legends” about Osiris, 
“in fact there is no legend at all in the modem sense”; we are left dealing in the earliest 
texts only with a wealth of “allusions to lost myths” (Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt 
[London: Thames and Hudson, 1959], 107). Similarly Henri Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian 
Religion (New York: Columbia University Press, 1948), p. 126; Jan Assmann, Of God 
and Gods: Egypt, Israel, and the Rise o f Monotheism (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2008), 34.
11 Mircea Eliade describes the process, already in Egyptian religion, whereby afterlife 
conceptions originally centered on the pharaoh came to be “democratized” among an elite 
and ultimately among the general population: A History o f Religious Ideas, vol. 1: From 
the Stone Age to the Eleusinian Mysteries, trans. Willard R. Trask (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1978), pp. 100-103; 109-113.
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in the late Old Kingdom, however, they were clearly bound up with the 
ideology of kingship in Egypt.12 The pharaoh was the son of god, indeed 
god present on earth; but this meant more than simply that the Pharaoh’s 
authority was absolute, that he ruled “by divine right.” Henri Frankfort 
remarks on the general emphasis in Egyptian culture upon permanence 
and regularity. The rhythms of the seasons, of the Nile’s flooding, and the 
consequent fertility of the fields, were constant themes. No less was the 
dynasty of the pharaohs regarded as permanently established from 
creation. The potentially disruptive transition occasioned by the death of a 
pharaoh was the focus of tremendous symbolic attention in the Osiris-Isis- 
Horus myth:
The death of a king was, in a manner characteristic of the 
Egyptians, glossed over in so far as it meant a change. The 
succession from one king to another was viewed as an unchanging 
mythological situation: Horus succeeded Osiris, just as human 
kings were succeeded by their sons.13
The myth held particular power because in it “the father, Osiris, 
disappeared definitively from the earthly scene.” He nevertheless went on 
to reign as lord of the underworld, the realm of the dead, and his son 
Horus acceded to the throne. Thus,
the new king assumed rule as Horus; his father had coalesced at 
death with Osiris, the forebear and prototype of all dead kings. The 
[now deceased] king, who in life had mediated between his people 
and the powers in nature, merged with these powers at his death; 
his vitality broke forth from the earth in which he rested. As Osiris 
he was alive in the growing grain, in the rising waters of the Nile,
12 “The premises of Pharaoh’s great personal power lie in the religious implications of 
Egyptian kingship” (Eliade, History o f Religious Ideas, vol. 1, p. 42. See also Henri 
Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1948), especially 
chap. 15; Edmund S. Meltzer, “Horus,” The Ancient Gods Speak: A Guide to Egyptian 
Religion, ed. Donald B. Redford (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 164-68; J. 
Gwyn Griffiths, “Isis,” in ibid., 169-72; and idem, “Osiris,” in ibid., 302-307; Rundle, 
Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, 107ff.
13Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods, 105.
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in the rising moon.14
This general analysis should, of course, be given more specificity 
than is possible here. It should suffice, however, to show that Osiris’ 
departure to the chthonic realm and Horns’ succession to the throne are 
transparently related “to the passing of kingship in Egypt.”15 The myth 
complex is much more than a succession narrative. The ideology of the 
dynasty is sustained by the poignancy and pathos of Isis’ fierce loyalty to 
her husband and solicitous care for her son and of Horus’s resolute 
purpose in avenging all wrongs against the enemy of his murdered father 
(and, indeed, of all Egypt).16
Despite the episodic character of our sources, it is possible to 
organize a mythic sequence involving the triad Osiris, Isis, and Horus.17 
To some extent, this sequence can be established by putting individual 
events into an apparently logical narrative sequence, without recourse to 
subsequent extended narratives such as Plutarch’s, though we might well 
question whether a coherent narrative necessarily preceded the ceremonial 
affirmations of individual actions or events in the Pyramid Texts.
1. Osiris, a powerful and just king, was ambushed by his jealous 
brother, Seth, who sealed him into a coffin and had the coffin 
thrown into the Nile.18
14Ibid., p. 103.
15David P. Silverman, “Divinity and Deities in Ancient Egypt,” Religion in Ancient 
Egypt: Gods, Myths, and Personal Practice, ed. Byron E. Shafer (New York: Cornell 
University, 1991), p. 44.
16 Jan Assmann discusses the evolution of Seth, Osiris’s mythic enemy, as the 
representation in different periods of hostile forces outside Egypt {Of God and Gods: 
Egypt, Israel, and the Rise o f Monotheism [Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2008], chap. 2).
17Eliade provides a helpful outline of the “central myth” as reconstructed from the 
Egyptian Pyramid Texts: A History o f Religious Ideas, vol. 1, pp. 97-8. See also Rundle, 
Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, chapter 3: “Osiris—Original Scheme.”
18 Compare Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 13. Griffiths observes that the Pyramid Texts never 
specify in this episode that Osiris was killed by Seth; only that he was “struck down” by 
him and, in another place, narrowly saved from drowning by Isis and Nephtys (“Osiris”). 
Rundle argues that the murder by Seth is nonetheless “assumed” by the Egyptian texts 
(Rundle, Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, 106).
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2. (Osiris’s sister) Isis and Nephtys searched for the coffin.19 It had 
washed up on shore and been incorporated into a great tamarisk 
tree that had grown up around it.20
3. Here Plutarch adds a narrative episode (On Isis and Osiris 15) not 
clearly attested in earlier Egyptian sources. Isis learned that the 
coffin had come to rest in Byblos and that the king of Byblos had 
made the tree that now contained it into a pillar of his palace. Isis 
made her way to the city, “sat down by a spring, all dejection and 
tears,” and spoke to no one except “the queen’s maidservants.” 
These she befriended, “plaiting their hai r . . .  and imparting to their 
persons a wondrous fragrance from her own body.” The queen 
came herself to long for “the unknown woman,” that is, Isis, and 
called her into the palace and made her the nurse of her own baby 
(that is, the prince of Byblos). Having thus ingratiated herself with 
the royal house, Isis asked for the pillar, easily extricated her 
husband5 s coffin from it, and set sail with it in her barge (16-17). 
She took with her the queen’s son, her nursling, but when she 
opened the coffin and exposed the mummy of Osiris the child died 
of fright.
4. Interestingly, there are allusions in a somewhat older Egyptian text 
of which Plutarch’s narrative might be regarded as providing 
echoes or possible parallels. The Metternich Stele (Ptolemaic 
period, fourth century B.C.E.) bears the inscription of a text, which 
Budge named “The Sorrows of Isis,” in which Isis describes her
19 This part of the myth gives the cycle its particular pathos, as Rundle observes, and 
bears comparison with the wandering and lamentation of Ishtar in search of the 
vanquished Tammuz (Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, 105) and Demeter’s 
disconsolate search for her daughter Kore/Persephone (observed by F. C. Babbitt, 
Plutarch’s Moralia, vol. V [LCL; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962], 
41 note a); on the pathos of Isis see also Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians, 2:211-12, and 
R. E. Witt, Isis in the Ancient World (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1971), chap. 1.
20 Plutarch states that the coffin washed up in Byblos and that after it the tree had grown 
up around it, the king of Byblos had the tree removed and incorporated as a pillar of his 
palace (Isis and Osiris 15). Budge suggested that Plutarch had mistaken the Greek 
rendering of the Papyrus Swamps (byblos) for the Phoenician city (The Gods o f the 
Egyptians, 2:124).
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travels in the Papyrus Swamps, seeking the body of her husband. 
She declares that she approached “the houses of the women of the 
governor” but “the chief woman . . . closed her doors upon me.” 
Isis is then taken in by “a poor woman.” A scorpion enters the 
house of the noble woman and stings her son: Isis, not wishing the 
innocent boy to die, uses her powers to heal him.21 While this 
narrative is very different in detail from Plutarch’s account, both 
put Isis in the situation of having to rely upon “the kindness of 
strangers” among a city’s leading houses and describe harm 
coming to the eldest son of the royal household. Again, however, 
we cannot determine that such a sequence was part of a mythic 
narrative in a much earlier period (that of either the Pyramid or 
Coffin Texts).
5. Plutarch also specifies that Isis’ return with the body of Osiris was 
impeded by “a rather boisterous wind” and that “the goddess grew 
angry and dried up its stream” to make her passage (On Isis and 
Osiris 17). I am not aware of any earlier parallels to this specific 
event but note the language in a text from the tomb of Seti I in 
which the deceased Pharaoh is enabled to pass through the hours of 
the night on the bark of Osiris and thus to reach the dawn and new 
life. The latter text reads, in part, “The great god passes over the 
hidden way of Amentet in his boat, which is endowed with magical 
powers, and he journeys over it when there is no stream in it, and 
when there are none to tow him. He performs this by means of the 
words of power of Isis and of Ser, and by means of the mighty 
words of power which proceed from his own mouth . .  .”22
6. In a subsequent episode, Seth, enraged, again took possession of 
the body and dismembered it, dispersing the parts to different 
locations along the Nile (which later become cult centers).
7. Isis set about recovering these parts of the body and assembling 
them into a mummy. (Her action, with her sister Nephtys, plays an
21 Text in Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians, 2:222-40, esp. 222-24; 229.
22 Text in Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians, 1:230. Budge calls the larger document the 
“Book of the Underworld.”
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important role in the ritual spells of the Pyramid Texts, where the 
deceased Pharaoh is identified with Osiris and incorporated with 
his coming to life again.)
8. What happened next is usually described in euphemism. As E. A. 
Wallis Budge decorously translated a Hymn to Osiris, Isis “stirred 
up from his state of inactivity him whose heart was still [i.e., 
Osiris], she drew from him his seed, she made an heir”—that is, 
she revived Osiris sufficiently to conceive Horus, with whom the 
new Pharaoh, son of the deceased Pharaoh, is ritually identified.23 
Iconography depicts Isis as a hawk hovering over the not-quite- 
inert body of Osiris.
9. Isis then must conceal and protect the son who will grow up to 
avenge his murdered father. The Hymn to Osiris continues: Isis 
“suckled the babe in solitariness, and the place wherein she reared 
him is unknown.” It is only because of this period of concealment 
and protection from his father’s enemy, Seth, that Horus would be 
able later to accede to his father’s throne and the company of the 
gods.24 The theme of protection occurs repeatedly. In the “Sorrows 
of Isis” text, the god Thoth addressed Isis, urging her, “Hide 
yourself with your child; his limbs will grow, he will grow wholly 
strong, and he shall be made to sit upon the throne of his father.”25 
And Isis herself later declares in the same text, “I am Isis, who 
conceived her male child and was heavy with Horus. A goddess, I 
bore Horus, son of Osiris, within a nest of papyrus plants. I 
rejoiced over it greatly, twice, because I saw (in him) one who 
would answer for his father. I hid him, I concealed him.”26
10. One final episode, drawn from Plutarch’s account, seems
23 Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians, 2: 150. As Rundle paraphrases the episode, “Isis 
was unable to bring her beloved back to life in the full sense, but she contrived to revive 
him sufficiently to be able to conceive a son by him”: Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, 
106.
24 Budge dated the “Hymn to Osiris” to 1500 B.C.E. (ibid., 149).
25 Budge, ibid., 222-23 (modified).
26 Ibid., 233-34.
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incidental but bears note for my purpose. As Horus grew up, his 
father Osiris came to him “from the other world and exercised and 
trained him” for battle against Seth (whom Plutarch calls Typhon). 
Osiris quizzed his son concerning which animal form Horus would 
prefer to take on for the purpose of combat and was surprised by 
his son’s answer. Rather than a lion, Horus chose a horse, because 
“a horse served best for cutting off the flight of an enemy and 
annihilating him” (On Isis and Osiris 19). The anecdote reminds us 
that the Osiris-Isis-Horus mythological fabric was never far 
removed from the ideology of kingship: Horus shares the 
Pharaohs’ pride in the prowess of Egyptian chariotry.
Throughout these episodes, it is Isis’ intervention that allows for 
the reconstitution of Osiris (and, by assimilation, the deceased Pharaoh) in 
the underworld and the ascendancy and triumph of Horus (and the 
reigning Pharaoh). In ideological terms, her actions guarantee the 
continuity and stability of the dynasty over successive reigns. While 
aspects of this mythological fabric resemble other ancient near eastern 
myth cycles in other agrarian empires—the Baal-Anat cycle from Ugarit, 
for example—they also reveal a distinctly Egyptian venue: Isis’ 
association with the Nile, the mummification of Osiris, the repeated 
references to Egyptian cult sites, Isis’ depiction riding or steering 
distinctly Egyptian barges, and the depiction of Isis giving birth to Horus 
and nursing and sheltering him among the papyrus swamps of the Nile.
III. Echoes of the Osiris-Isis-Horus Myth in the Exodus Story
What does all this have to do with Exodus? Here we touch on a point of 
some controversy in current scholarship. It has long been recognized that 
some aspects of the Exodus narrative have connections with the Egyptian 
environment: perhaps most obviously, Moses’ name,27 and the contest 
between Moses and Aaron and pharaoh’s magicians.28 But these perceived 
connections usually are not taken to involve the gods of Egypt. This is
27 On Moses’ name see now most recently Hoffineier, Israel in Egypt, 140-42.
28Note that ancient Egyptian hymns celebrated Isis’ mastery over power through sacred 
word, i.e. verbal magic, particularly in controlling the lethal and life-giving power 
attributed to snakes: Budge, The Gods o f the Egyptians, vol. 2.
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curious, because at a climactic moment in the narrative, in Exodus 12, the 
Lord commands the observance of the first Passover and promises to 
“strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human beings and 
animals; on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments; I am the 
Lord” (Exod 12:12). Indeed, some scholars have proposed that one or 
another of the plagues—with their contamination of the Nile and their 
assaults on specific animals—represent a narrative insult to specific 
Egyptian gods.29 Against these proposals, however, Moshe Greenberg 
observed that despite the reference in the text to “judgments” on “all the 
gods of Egypt,” the Exodus story never names a single Egyptian deity; 
none of “the gods of Egypt” plays any role in the narrative. That single 
utterance from the Lord thus appears “incidental” to the story.30 James K. 
Hoffmeier has argued that the real contest in Exodus is between the Lord 
and Pharaoh, not the Egyptian gods, and clearly that is how the narrative 
unfolds.31 Because of what might therefore be called the theistic austerity 
of the Exodus narrative, and because of the dominance in American and 
British scholarship of the Wright-Albright school and the quest to 
establish the historicity of the biblical narrative, scholars have devoted far 
more attention to identifying historical and environmental bases for the 
plagues than to their mythological character.32
29 J. J. Davis, Moses and the Gods o f Egypt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971); C. F. 
Aling, Egypt and Bible History (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981).
30 As Moshe Greenberg observes, attempts to see “the plague stories in fact know of only 
one God, the God of Israel, and his antagonists are not the gods of Egypt. . .  but Pharaoh 
and (at first) Pharaoh’s magicians. These magicians operate ‘atheistically,’ through 
spells, never once invoking the gods (as did the real-life magicians of Egypt known to us 
from native sources). . . . The notion that the plagues involve a battle of gods is utterly 
alien to the biblical account of them” (Understanding Exodus [New York: Behrman 
House, 1969], 200-1).
31 See James K. Hoffmeier, “Egypt, Plagues in,” ABD 2:375-78, depending in part on 
idem, “Sacred” in the Vocabulary o f Ancient Egypt (Orbis biblicus et orientalis 59; 
Freiburg: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1985).
32 Hoffmeier sets his work on “Israel in Egypt” squarely in the context of the “collapse” 
of the Wright-Albright synthesis, under the epigram “How have the mighty fallen?” and 
argues for evidence of Israel’s historical memory of events in Egypt {Israel in Egypt, 
chap. 1). G. Hort offered a systematic attempt to explain the plagues as a sequence of 
naturally occurring environmental events precipitated by an increase in flagellates due to 
the inundation of the Nile: “The Plagues of Egypt,” ZAW 69 (1957), 84-103 and 70 
(1958), 48-59—an argument that presents some scholars with a theological challenge: do 
they embrace a possible demonstration of the biblical narrative’s historicity at the cost of
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The following points of comparison suggest, however, that the 
Osiris-Isis-Horus myth is nevertheless in the narrative air at specific points 
in the Exodus narrative. Due to the constraints of this presentation I offer 
these comparisons here in distilled form.
1. It is not the coffin of the god Osiris that is set adrift on the Nile, 
but the basket containing the Hebrew infant Moses (Exod 2:1-4). 
Curiously, James Hoffmeier has observed linguistic cognates here 
without developing the comparison: his interest is in establishing a 
historical connection between the Exodus narrative and Egypt, not 
in exploring possible mythological interactions.33
2. The infant protected among the papyrus reeds is not Horus, 
representing Pharaoh, but a Hebrew child who will grow up to 
challenge Pharaoh in the name and with the power of the Lord . 
Again, it is curious that the resemblance between these two 
accounts has been observed—most notably in Donald Redford’s 
comparative study of child abandonment legends—but because the 
question has been formulated as one of literary dependence, and 
framed in terms of abandonment rather than protection of the 
child, the resemblances have been discounted.34
3. It is not (as Plutarch narrates) the goddess Isis who endears herself 
to the maidservants of a royal court, inspiring awe with her glory 
and the fragrance of her person, and thus making her way into the 
royal court where she is charged with nursing the king’s son; it is, 
again, the Hebrew slave woman who is taken into the Pharaoh’s
surrendering its miraculous character?
Terence R. Fretheim takes a different angle on the environmental aspects of the plagues, 
recognizing a theological (mythological) dimension of the narrative: “The Plagues as 
Ecological Signs of Historical Disaster,” JBL 110:3 (1991), 385-96.
33 Hoffmeier notes that the Egyptian terms for “coffin” and “papyrus” are cognate with 
the Hebrew terms for “basket” and papyrus or “bulrushes” (KJV, RSV): Israel in Egypt, 
138-39.
34 Donald B. Redford, “the Literary Motif of the Exposed Child (cf. Ex ii 1-10),” Numen 
14 (1967), 209-28. Redford concludes at last that “there are no true parallels” to the 
Exodus account. Hoffmeier follows Redford’s conclusions (and the direction of his 
study), Israel in Egypt, 136-38.
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court as a nurse to that slave child.
4. When a prince is struck down, Isis is not able to revive him by her 
power; rather the prince is no less than the firstborn of Pharaoh’s 
sons, his heir (and thus the future of his dynasty), and it is the 
Lord’s irreversible act against all the firstborn of Egypt—human 
and animal alike—for which there is no remedy (7:14—11:10; 
12:29-32).
5. When the waters are rolled back by divine power, it is not Isis 
making a way for her barque as she bears the body of her husband 
back to Egypt; it is the breath of the Lord that allows the former 
slaves to cross the Yam Suph on dry land (Exod 14:21-22);
6. The Pharaoh’s chariots do not represent the mythological 
supremacy of Horns over all of Egypt’s enemies (personified in 
Seth) but are completely destroyed, “swallowed up,” in the Yam 
Suph (Exod 14:23-28).35
7. Thus the transformation achieved at the Yam Suph, the “Sea of 
Reeds” or “Papyrus Swamp,” is not the assimilation of Pharaoh 
into Osiris and his renewal (as in the Pyramid Texts) but his 
annihilation and, with him, the destruction of the future of the 
Egyptian dynasty. Remarkably, this parallel has been observed but 
its mythological import missed.36
35 Fretheim notes a number of literary anticipations in the narrative of Exodus, including 
the “swallowing up” of the magicians’ serpents serving as a “sign” of the eventual 
“swallowing” of Pharaoh’s armies beneath the sea (“The Plagues as Ecological Signs,” 
388).
36 Here as well, Hoffmeier has recognized the cognates between the Hebrew text and 
Egyptian mythology—the sea of reeds “is well known from the Pyramid Texts . . .  as the 
place where the deceased king was purified in the celestial sea” (Israel in Egypt, 204)— 
without entertaining the possibility that the Hebrew text is in any way engaged with 
Egyptian mythology. Hoffmeier’s concern is—apparently exclusively—with identifying 
the geographic location of the Yam Suph as a means of defending the historicity of the 
biblical account.
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IV. The Exodus Account as Subversive Parody
What are we to make of these comparisons? When the question has 
been framed in terms of the literary dependence of Exodus on legendary or 
mythological materials from Egyptian or Mesopotamian sources, the 
standard of comparison has been set arbitrarily high, allowing scholars 
invested in the historicity of the biblical narrative to declare that there are 
“no true parallels” in those sources for the Exodus account. I propose, in 
contrast, that we foreground
• the pattern of resemblances between Hebrew and Egyptian 
mythical motifs rather than seeking an exact match between any 
two episodes;
• the potency of allusion even without explicit citation (which is 
absent, since the Egyptian gods play no explicit role in the Exodus 
narrative);
• and, following Terence Fretheim, the hyperbolic language used to 
describe the disruption of the ordered world and the ironic reversal 
of symbolic or mythological motifs related to the power of 
Pharaoh.37
On the basis of these features I suggest that we are dealing in parts of 
Exodus with a subversive parody of Egyptian mythology. It is not that the 
Egyptian gods are (so to speak) brought recognizably on stage, but that 
some of their characteristic actions—significantly, actions of fundamental 
symbolic importance for the stability of the Egyptian dynasty—are mimed 
by other characters: not only by Israel’s god, the Lord , but by the anti- 
characters—ostensibly polar opposites to the glorious, powerful figures of 
Egyptian myth—through whom the Lord ’s purposes are accomplished. 
One powerful and, I suggest, an intended effect of the Exodus account 
operates at the level o f mythology, specifically, the myths involved in the
37 Fretheim refers to the “ironic reversal” of the designation of Pharaoh as “serpent,” 
tannin, in Exod. 7:8-13; he also notes the hyperbolic character of the language that 
intensifies through the course of the plague narrative (“The Plagues as Ecological 
Signs”).
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distinctly Egyptian ideology of kingship. We are not dealing in Exodus 
with an “ancient” or “primitive” attempt to explain, in mythic terms, 
otherwise bewildering natural events (earthquakes, atmospheric effects, 
naturally occurring environmental imbalances, etc.). To the extent 
something else is going on, modem attempts to develop scientific 
explanations for reconstructing “what really happened” as natural 
phenomena rather miss the point.
Of course, parody only “works” when the intended audience 
recognizes its true target. My proposal therefore requires (1) that the 
composition of these narrative elements into a cohesive account was 
carried out by authors familiar with important aspects of the Osiris-Isis- 
Horus mythology; (2) that it was intended for an audience that could be 
expected to recognize those same mythological elements and their 
subversion; and (3) that the effective power of the Egyptian myth to 
legitimize imperial power was imposing enough that the effort to subvert 
it seemed worthwhile—and the choice to subvert it through indirect, 
implicit means seemed necessary.
Just when did this parodie narrative take shape, and among what 
community? I should be clear that I am not asking about the correlates of 
historical reminiscence. I do not think the acquaintance with Egyptian 
mythology that I am postulating here requires historical reminiscence or 
brings the composition of the narrative closer to “what really happened.”38 
I am asking, rather, when did a narrator or narrators, conversant with and 
engaged by significant elements of kingship mythology in Egypt, compose 
a narrative parodying those elements for an audience they expected to get 
thejoke?
This is, I concede, the weakest element in my proposal. I am 
simply not prepared to venture a specific hypothesis regarding the date of 
composition or to adjudicate competing proposals for attributing elements 
of the Exodus narrative to J, E, JE, P, or Deuteronomistic redaction. While 
Solomon,s court might appear a likely candidate, given its connection 
with Egypt, it is for just that reason not clear to me that the court would 
have provided a nurturing climate for anti-Egyptian parody.39 Sixth-
38 Therefore I do not see how these reflections, if confirmed, could play any role in the 
sort of effort James Hoffmeier has exerted to find “Israel in Egypt.”
39 Hoffmeier suggests that Hebrew-Egyptian cognates point to Solomon’s monarchy, 
“when close political and cultural ties with Egypt existed,” but does not explain how
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century Jerusalem might also be as attractive a candidate, since Jeremiah 
inveighs against the “gods of Egypt” at a time when Egypt seemed an 
attractive, even seductive refuge from the threat of Babylon (Jeremiah 
43).40 But demonstrating such a correlation is beyond my ability; I must 
content myself here with highlighting the mythological and ideological 
context in which and against which aspects of the Exodus account would 
have spoken with particular power. If my observations bear weight, 
seeking answers to those further tradition- and composition-historical 
questions would be an appropriate next step in the investigation of Hebrew 
epic.
those close ties might have informed so anti-Egyptian a narrative (Israel in Egypt, 140).
40 Locating a parody of Egyptian mythology in Jeremiah’s context would suggest that if 
“Babylon peculiarly occupies the imagination of Israel” in this period, it does not do so 
alone; so does Egypt. See Walter Brueggemann, “At the Mercy of Babylon: A 
Subversive Rereading of the Empire,” JBL 110:1 (1991), 3-22.
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Physiological factors must to be taken into account when reading and 
interpreting texts from ancient time periods or when studying the religious 
life o f populations different from one’s own. Focusing on the Biblical 
figure o f Rebekah, this study observes that given a later age for the onset 
of menarche in ancient times, Rebekah was likely not being depicted as an 
adult in the story but merely as a child when she married Abraham ’s forty 
year old son, Isaac. Delayed childbirth in the marriage is not to be 
attributed to barrenness in the mind o f the storyteller but to her 
prepubescent state. Prepubescent marriage in ancient Israel was 
practiced when religious, economic, social or political factors warranted 
it.
Although scholars are well aware of the political, social, economic, 
linguistic, religious and cultural changes that have occurred over the 
course of history, there is a general assumption that physiologically, 
except in terms of height and weight, the human race has remained 
constant. There is a tendency, therefore, to interpret ancient texts based 
upon current biological norms. Given that biological considerations shape 
to a great extent family, religious and other social structures, it is 
imperative that changes in biological functions be studied with an eye 
toward learning how those changes have affected social institutions and 
our understanding of the content and meaning of ancient religious texts.
Like contemporary texts, ancient texts reflected the real social, 
institutional, biological and natural settings in which the people who told, 
composed, translated and passed on the texts lived. The norms of their 
society (or more particularly the norms of their social group in society and
1 Dr. Wilma Ann Bailey is professor of Hebrew and Aramaic Scripture at Christian 
Theological Seminary, Indianapolis, Indiana.
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their interpretations of the entire society) became the norms of their 
stories. Until recently, the marriage of prepubescent females was common 
in many parts of the world. Even in the 21st century, the practice is well 
attested in some African, Asian and even Latin American nations.2
There is a genre of material in the Hebrew Bible that scholars refer 
to as “barren women” stories. The Rebekah narrative of Genesis 24 and 
25:21-26 is one such story. Interpreters of this story have generally 
assumed that Rebekah would have been understood by early readers to 
have been an adult when she married Abraham’s son, Isaac because the 
norms of the societies in which the interpreters live assume that marriage 
occurs between adults. Rebekah’s marriage was followed by an extended 
period of infertility. Contemporary readers interpret that to mean that 
Rebekah is to be understood as being infertile because infertility is an 
increasing problem in industrialized nations.3 But what if, in fact, those 
ancient readers would have understood her to be a prepubescent female 
because the marriage of prepubescent females was a known practice in 
their societies? Then her inability to give birth would have to be attributed 
to her prepubescent status rather than to barrenness and miraculous 
intervention would no longer have been required to enable a pregnancy. 
She only need come of age. This author is arguing that the Rebekah story 
and certain others focusing on so-called barren women should be studied 
in light of the phenomenon of prepubescent marriage, a phenomenon that 
was well known in many ancient societies and unfortunately not unknown 
even today. The “barren women story” is no longer the appropriate genre 
for this narrative.
The Declining Age of Puberty
How can we possibly know the age of puberty in ancient times and 
therefore whether prepubescent marriage was practiced in ancient Israel?
United Nations Population Fund: State of World Population, 2005,
http://www.unfba.org/swp/2005/presskit/factsheets/facts child marriage.htm (Nov.26, 
2007).
3 Dennis H. Wrong, “Trends in Class Fertility in Western Nations״ , The Canadian 
Journal o f Economics and Political Science /  Revue canadienne d'Economique et de 
Science politique, Vol. 24, No. 2 (May, 1958), pp. 216-229.
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In medical circles, it has long been noted that the age when girls 
experience menarche4 has been declining. According to one study that 
tracked the age of menarche for Norwegian women (both urban and rural) 
over a period of 130 years, in 1830 the average age for the onset of menses 
was over sixteen; by I960, it had dropped to thirteen.5 A similar decline 
over a shorter period of time has been documented in studies by Ulijazek, 
Evans and Miller of European, Afro-Caribbean and Indo-Pakistani girls 
living in London.6 Tanner confirms a drop from over seventeen years in 
the 1840s to twelve in the 1970s in girls residing in London, Oslo, 
Copenhagen, the Netherlands and Hungary.7 Both year of birth and
4 Menarche is the age at which the first menstrual bleeding occurs. It is the culmination 
of a two year process (on average) that begins with breast development and pubic hair 
growth. See Karen D. Bradshaw, M.D., “Diagnosing and Treating Precocious Puberty: in 
Hospital Medicine, vol. 33 no. 9 (Sept. 1997).
5 M. Rosenberg, “Menarchael Age for Norwegian Women Bom 1830-1960” in Annals o f 
Human Biology, 18 no. 3 (1991): 207-219. This study recorded the recollected age of 
menarche of 9050 Norwegian women, who lived or live in both rural and urban areas. 
Physical location had some influence on the age of menarche. Rural women reported 
reaching menarche slightly later than urban women in this study. Social class, also, 
affected the age at which a woman experienced menarche, with those in lower socio- 
economic classes arriving at menarche at a later age.
6 S.J. Ulijazek, E. Evans and S. D. Miller, “Age at Menarche of European, Afro- 
Caribbean and Indo-Pakistani Schoolgirls Living in London” in Annals o f Human 
Biology, 18, no. 2 (1991), 167-175. A total of 2177 girls were interviewed for this study 
in 1980 and 1981. The data was compared to that collected in 1966 in the same areas of 
London.
7 J.M. Tanner, “Trend Towards Earlier Menarche in London, Oslo, Copenhagen, the 
Netherlands, and Hungary,” in Nature 243(1973), 95-96. The article, “Secondary Sexual 
Characteristics and Menses in Young Girls Seen in Office Practice: A Study from the 
Pediatric Research in Office Settings Network” in the journal, Pediatrics (April 1997), 
505-511 authored by Marcia E. Herman-Giddens, et. al, reports a similar trend in 
American girls with an average age of 12.16 for African-American girls and an average 
age of 12.88 for Caucasian girls. This study has unleashed a storm of controversy. It has 
been challenged because of the method that was used and because of fear that girls with 
conditions requiring medical attention will not receive them if physicians assume that 
early signs of puberty are normal. The data was collected from visits to physicians’ 
offices. Those challenging the method state that girls visiting doctors’ offices are 
experiencing something unusual. Normal patterns cannot be based on observations in 
physicians’ offices. However, with increasing engagement of girls in school sports that 
require physical examinations, normal girls may, in fact, be visiting physician’s offices
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environmental factors determined the age of menarche in these studies.8 A 
variety of factors contribute to the age at which girls reach menarche in a 
population; however, any particular consideration, such as diet, is 
mitigated by the number of girls participating in these studies across 
racial, ethnic and time boundaries. This trend towards an earlier menarche 
has been widely documented from the mid-nineteenth century through the 
middle of the twentieth century and is generally accepted.9 Questions 
have been raised, however, as to whether the trend has continued from the 
mid-twentieth century until the present or whether the age of menarche is
more frequently than in the past. The question is whether young girls who show signs of 
puberty are experiencing normal puberty or precocious puberty, which is not normal, or 
showing evidence of diseases or conditions that require correction. See Paul B. 
Kaplowitz et. al. “Reexamination of the Age Limit for Defining When Puberty Is 
Precocious in Girls in the United States: Implications for Evaluation and Treatment” in 
Pediatrics vol. 104 no. 4 Oct. 1999; Martina D. Letco, “Is Puberty Occurring at Younger 
Ages?” in AWHONNLifelines, vol. 1 no. 4 (1997):23. An article in The New York Times 
dated October 17, 2006 Section D pages 1 and 6 reported that precocious puberty might 
be connected to the transference of testosterone or estrogen from an adult male or female 
who comes in physical contact with a child or unintended ingestion of hormones through 
food consumption or coming into physical contact with creams and shampoos containing 
hormones and perhaps even general industrial pollution.
8 There is some indication that emotional or psychological stress triggers early puberty 
while physical stress delays it in individual girls. See Jeanne Brooks-Gunn and Julia A. 
Garber, “Puberty as Biological and Social Event: Implications for Research on 
Pharmacology” in the Journal o f Adolescent Health Vol. 15 no 8 (Dec. 1994): 663-671 
and Mary E. Mascari, et. al. “Little Women: Early Menarche in Rural Girls” in Pediatric 
Nursing vol. 24 no. 1 (Jan.-Feb. 1998), 11-15. This small study involved seven girls in 
rural Pennsylvania. Four of the seven experienced early menarche and four were under 
severe emotional distress at the time. See also Rosenberg, “Manarcheal Age,” 215-216. 
These studies, however, are not evidence of a general or long term trend.
9 In the Rabbinic tradition, boys are expected to fulfill religious responsibilities at the age 
of 13. The age of thirteen was also connected to puberty though not with the thought that
13 is a typical age for puberty. Hoenig writes “...most of the rabbinic discussions 
appertaining to thirteen years and signs of puberty conclude with the notion of fu ll 
maturity at twenty.” Sidney B. Hoenig, “The Age of Twenty in Rabbinic Tradition and 1 
Q Sa” in Jewish Quarterly Review, New Ser. Vol. 49 No. 3 (Jan. 1959) pp209-214, page 
211. In Islam, boys are expected to fulfill religious obligations from the age of seven. 
Therefore there is no connection between puberty and religious responsibility. Charles J. 
Adams, “Maturity” Encyclopaedia of The Qur’an vol. 3 J-O, Lediden: Brill, 2003, p. 
331.
116
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
now holding steady. Further study needs to be done on this issue. Other 
questions also need to be addressed such as: whether the change in the age 
of menarche over the past century and a half is the result of a larger 
cyclical pattern of raising and falling ages of menarche, either, in a 
particular population or worldwide, or is it a phenomenon of the modem 
world. For a biblical scholar, the trend raises questions such as, what was 
the age of menarche for the women of ancient Israel, and how might that 
information shed light on biblical stories that focus on marriage and 
particularly, “barren women”?
The Age of Menarche in Ancient Israel
Statistical evidence is lacking for the age of menarche during the 
Iron Age in ancient Canaan, the age of Israelite state formation. 
Moreover, numerical ages of women appear only rarely in biblical texts 
making it difficult to determine how old any particular woman was 
thought to be.10 Women usually appear in general age categories rather 
than specific ones. They are girls, old women, or women of the age of 
procreation. Statements in the writings of ancient Greece and Rome, as 
well as, the Bible itself may provide an approximate age at which 
menarche began. Plato (c. 427-437 B.C.E.) in the Republic 
conceptualized an ideal society where women would begin to bear 
children for the state at age twenty.11 Eyben reports that Aristotle assumed 
that procreation was possible beginning at age 18, but, more typically, 
21.12 Referring to the women of ancient Greece, Demand writes, 
“Traditionally menarche was reckoned as occurring at the age of fourteen, 
a number that probably had more to do with the concept of seven-year
10 Sarah is the only female in the narrative texts of the Hebrew Bible, who is given a 
specific age. She is ninety years old when she is told that she will bear a child the next 
year (Gen 17:17). Gen 18:11 adds that Sarah is old and “it ceased to be with Sarah after 
the manner of women” (NRSV). Clearly, the text has menopause in mind. This sharply 
contrasts with men whose ages are frequently noted in the Pentateuch, Deuteronomistic 
and Chronicler’s historiographies.
11 Justin D. Kaplan, ed. Dialogues o f Plato (New York: Washington Square Press, 1951), 
321.
12 Emiel Eyben, “Antiquity’s View of Puberty,” in Latomus, vol. 31(1972), 683, 696-697.
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cycles of development than with actual physical maturation.”13 The notion 
of seven year cycles of development was articulated by the Greek 
philosopher Solon circa 640 B.C.E. Solon divided the ages of males into 
ten sets of seven years. The third set, 15-21 is adolescence. He wrote, “In 
the third period, while his limbs are still growing, the down of the beard 
appears, and his complexion loses its bloom....”14 If one assumes that 
females and males matured at the same time and accepts the lowest given 
age as normative for menarche, then one adopts the age of 15 as the age of 
menarche. Likely, however, neither of these assumptions are what the 
author had in mind. Boys tend to physically mature later than girls. Solon 
may have had the upper limit of this age grouping in mind, rather than the 
lower. Girls begin to show signs of puberty: breast development and pubic 
hair growth, a couple of years before menarche. If signs of puberty are 
visible at fifteen, menarche may not occur for another two years. Another 
of the ancient Greeks, Hesiod (7th century B.C.E.) suggests that the ideal 
age for a man to marry is 30. He adds that the man’s wife should be four 
or five years younger, hence, 25-26 years old. He wrote “Your wife 
should have matured four years before, and marry in the fifth year.”15 
There is no explicit reference to the age of menarche in Hesiod or Solon 
for women unless the term “matured” is a reference to menarche. 
Augustus Caesar was known to have promoted child bearing and ovulation 
though not necessarily menarche must precede child bearing.16 Eva 
Canterella reports that in his lex Iulia de maritandis ordinibus (18 B.C.E.) 
and the lex Papia Poppaea (9 B.C.E.),
13 Nancy Demand, Birth, Death and Motherhood in Classical Greece (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1994), 10. Darrel W. Amundsen and Carol Jean Diers collaborated on an 
article titled “The Age of menarche in classical Greece and Rome” that appeared in 
Human Biology vol. 41 no. 1(1969), 125-132. They conclude that menses most often 
began at age 14. They admit, however, that their sources are often not specific.
14 Whitney Jennings Oates and Charles Theophilus Murphy, editors, Greek Literature in 
Translation (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1944), 979.
15 Hesiod, “Work and Days,” in Theogony, Work and Days, translated by Dorothea 
Wender (Baltimore: Penguin Press, 1973), 81.
16 See J. A. Crook, Law and Life o f Rome, 90 B.C.-A.D. 212 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1967), 112. Also, Ludwig Friedlander, Roman Life and Manners 
Under the Early Empire (New York: Amo Press, 1979), 232. J. P. V. D. Balsdon, Roman 
Women: Their History and Habits (Westport, Connecticut: Greenword Press, 1962), 76.
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Augustus established that men between the ages of twenty-five and 
sixty and women between the ages of twenty-five and fifty were 
obliged to marry or remarry persons appropriate age group.... The 
marriages, moreover, had to be fertile. This was, of course, 
impossible to enforce by law but rewards were given those who 
produced many progeny and sanctions (limitations on rights of 
succession and inheritance) were applied to those who had no 
children.17
Because Augustus wanted to promote childbearing, it is unlikely that he 
would have delayed marriage beyond the age when young women were 
able to conceive and bear children. From these examples, we may infer 
that menarche may have occurred at a later age during earlier time periods. 
Anthropologist Karen Ericksen Paige, who studies modem day traditional 
societies, notes in a 1993 article that ovulation is often irregular or delayed 
after the first menstrual period for as long as a year, a condition known 
today as adolescent sterility.18 If this pattern was also true in the past, it 
suggests a typical age of 18-21 for normal menarche.
The Bible, while not speaking directly to the question of the age of 
menarche, does imply an age of nineteen or twenty. In Leviticus 27:4, the 
valuation for males and females are listed according to their ages. The 
“equivalent”19 for a woman is at its highest, 30 shekels, beginning at age 
twenty. Prior to twenty, the equivalent is 10 shekels. After age sixty 
when a woman is unlikely to bear a child,20 the equivalent drops back to
17 Eva Cantarella, Pandora’s Daughters (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Press, 1987), 122. 
See also John K. Evans, War, Women and children in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 
1991), 13.
18 Karen Paige Ericksen, “A Bargaining Theory of Menarcheal Responses in Preindustrial 
Cultures,” in Girls at Puberty, edited by Brooks-Gunn and Ann C. Petersen (New York: 
Plenum Press, 1983), 305.
19 The reference is to making vows “equivalent for a human being” according to 
TANAKH: The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1988), 201.
20 The sixty upper age limit for women is likely a reflection of the age at which 
menopause would be completed. There are very few references to menopause in ancient 
literature, partly, because so few women lived long enough to experience it, and partly 
because it was a private matter. Physical anthropologist, J. Lawrence Angel concluded 
that 35 was the most common age at death for women in ancient Greece (650-350 
B.C.E.) based on examinations of skeletons of the period. Those women would not have
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10 shekels. Baruch A. Levine is most likely correct when he notes in his
91
commentary on Leviticus “the age factor reflects productive capacity.” 
In the ancient world, for women, being productive meant bearing 
children.22 Leviticus assumes that 20-59 are the child bearing years.
The Practice of Prepubescent Marriage
A late age for menarche may have direct bearing on some of the 
so-called “barren women” stories of the Hebrew Bible. 'Aqarah, a word 
that is too often translated “barren” in English Bibles, indicates a variety 
of conditions including sterility, infertility or the state of being childless.23 
Women who are identified as 'aqarah in biblical narratives usually bear 
children at some point; and all of the children except (usually) the first one 
are bom without special divine intervention. The childless state may be 
the result of sterility, infertility, of being post menopausal, or being 
prepubescent or a lack of sexual activity. Some of the women in the 
“barren women” stories may, in fact, represent girls, who were married
lived long enough to experience menopause. Nancy Demand, however, thinks that Angel 
underestimated the age of death of the skeletons by ten years, yielding an approximate 
age of forty five years. This age begins to brush against menopause. See Nancy 
Demand, Birth, Death and Motherhood in Classical Greece (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1994:17, 20. As late as 1789, the life expectancy at birth for a female was 36.5 
years. Also see Ruth Formanek, “Continuity and Change and ‘Change of Life:’ Pre- 
Modem Views of Menopause,” in The Meaning o f Menopause, edited by Ruth Formanek 
(Hillsdale: New Jersey, 1990), 4.
21 Baruch A. Levine, Leviticus in the JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989), 193. Other biblical texts such as Num 14:28 and Ezra 3:8 
indicate that twenty was the age of productivity, responsibility and accountability in 
ancient Israel for men. This age is likely linked to the age when puberty is coming to 
completion.
22 See Mary Callaway, Sing, O Barren One: A Study in Comparative Midrash (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1986), 13-16.
23 Ludwig Keohler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon o f the 
Old Testament vol. 2 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995), 874 and Francis Brown, S.R. Driver and 
Charles Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon o f the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1978), 785.
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prior to menarche, prior to having the physical ability to conceive and bear 
children. Whereas Sarah is clearly presented as a woman who is post- 
menopausal,24 this is not the case for Rebekah, Rachel or Samuel’s 
mother. Although the narrator uses the word 'aqarah in Gen 25:21 as 
Isaac’s description of Rebekah’s state, as Jeansonne observes, Rebekah’s 
infertility is only briefly referred to in the text. In the case of Rachel and 
Sarah, however, it is the focus of a longer narrative.25 Rachel (Gen 35:16- 
17) and Samuel’s mother (1 Sam 2:21) both bear additional children after 
the birth of the first child, an indication that something other than 
barrenness may have been the barrier. Teubal presents the intriguing thesis 
that Sarah, Rachel and Rebekah were priestesses who, according to the 
customs of their cult, refused to bear children. She writes, “Sarah, 
Rebekah and Rachel, in identification with a goddess, chose to remain 
childless for decades.26 But are some of these stories, in fact, reflecting 
prepubescent marriage of girls in ancient Israel? If so, what kind of 
society marries off such young girls and for what reason?
In a contemporary study, Paige found that in 82% of her sample of 
pre-industrial societies, betrothal of prepubescent females was practiced. 
The usual reason for the practice is that there is some economic (or 
political) advantage to the family. The bride’s family benefits when there 
are up front payments toward the bride price; the cost of rearing the girl is 
shifted to the husband’s family, and a suitable husband is found where one 
may not be available later.27 She writes “the payment of gifts or portions 
of the brideprice...may later be counted as installments o f marriage 
compensation.”28 The anthropologist, Edward Westermarck, cites studies 
of two Amazonian cultural groups where the marriage of prepubescent 
females has the stated advantage of allowing the girl to grow up in her 
husband’s family so that she will relate to them as her family and be
24 Savina Teubal questions this common assumption. See Savina Teubal, Sarah the 
Priestess (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 1984), 106.
25 Sharon Pace Jeansonne, “Images of Rebekah: From Modem Interpretations to Biblical 
Portrayal” in Biblical Research XXXIV (1989), 41. See also Callaway, Sing, O Barren 
One, 30.
26 Teubal, Sarah the Priestess, 140.
27 Paige, “A Bargaining Theory of Menarcheal Responses,” 306-309.
28 Paige, “A Bargaining Theory of Menarcheal Responses,” 307.
121
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
 comfortable with their ways of doing things. Westermarck lists theל0
following reasons as stated by local consultants as to why prepubescent 
betrothal and marriage is practiced in these societies: The men experience 
difficulty in acquiring wives. It is less expensive for a man to get a child. 
The virginity of the girl is preserved. A child is likely to be more docile 
and less likely to assert her own desires. The benefit to the girl is that she 
can receive her gifts earlier. Both families benefit in that the relationship
.between the two is cementedחד
Wolf and Huang’s study titled Marriage and Adoption in China, 
1845-1945, found that it was not uncommon in certain areas of China for 
infant girls to be given away or sold for a small amount of money to the 
family of her prospective husband. Poverty or death of the girl’s parents 
appears to have been the impetus for the custom. The girls were then 
raised by the husband’s family, even suckling at the breast of their 
mothers-in-law.31 The consummation of these marriages occurred after 
puberty without the usual ceremony that accompanied the marriage of 
adults because the couple was considered to be married already. The sole 
thing that changed was that the husband and wife began engaging in 
sexual intercourse.32 A stated advantage of this type of marriage was that 
the proverbial mother-in-law-daughter-in-law tension did not exist. The 
girl was treated like a daughter rather than a daughter-in-law in the 
family.33 Another significant fact is that these marriages as a whole
29 Whiffen 162 in Edward Westermarck, The History o f Human Marriage, vol. 1 
(London: MacMillan and Co., 1971, reprint of the 1921 edition), 349.
30 Westermarck, The History o f Human Marriage, 370-371, 381. Westermarck links 
child-marriage to the growth of patriarchy and the desire to control women. He notes that 
marrying off prepubescent females is not a “primitive” custom in India. The Vedic texts 
assume adult marriages to be the norm. This articles lists three reasons provided by a 
female informant for the marriage of girls 8-14 years of age: [It] “protects them from 
immorality, strengthens clan relationships and honors Islam.” Journalist, John F. Bums, 
adds that in India, young girls are married to provide free labor for the family of the 
husband. See John F. Bums, “Though Illegal, Child Marriage Is Popular in Part of 
India,” in The New York Times (May 11,1998), A l, A8.
31 Arthur P. Wolf and Chieh-shan Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 1845-1945 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1980), 1-11, 82-83, 332.
32 Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 83.
33 Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 88.
122
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
exhibited a lower rate of fertility though the reason for this is not clear.34 
Studies show a 25-30% drop in the fertility rate of women who were 
married as children. Wolf suggests an aversion factor may be the cause of 
this. He posits that the couple, having been raised together as brother and 
sister, found changing the relationship to include intercourse to be too 
close to incest. Huang, however, suggests that other factors, such as the 
premature death of the woman may factor into the equation.35
Judith Tucker’s study of Nablus marriage contracts entered into 
from 1720-1856 reveals that 19 out of 107 marriages involved minor girls. 
In contrast to the Chinese examples, these marriages were more frequent 
among upper class families than lower class families. She concludes that 
marriages of this type were arranged when they “suited the political, 
material or social needs of the family.”36 She further remarks that a 
distinctive of these marriages (though not dominant) is “the marriage of 
brother’s children or of brother’s children to a brother’s grandchildren.”37 
(The later is the same type of relationship that Isaac had to Rebekah. 
Rebekah is the granddaughter of Isaac’s father’s brother, Nahor.) 
Drawbacks to prepubescent betrothal and marriage of females were 
recognized by societies that practiced this custom. Death of the young 
woman before and during child-bearing was a risk factor.38 Paul Roscoe, 
further comments, that a study of the Mountain Arapesh of New Guinea 
revealed that many prepubescent betrothals were “interrupted.” They did 
not result in a permanent union.39
To summarize, anthropological and historical studies document the 
presence of the betrothal and marriage of prepubescent females. The same 
societal and cultural groups that permit the marriage of prepubescent 
females also permit the marriage of pubescent females. It is to be
34 Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China,89-91
35 Wolf and Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 166, 165-177.
36 Judith A. Tucker, “Marriage and Family in Nablus, 1720-1858: Toward a History of 
Arab Marriage,” in Journal o f Family History vol. 13 no.2 (1988): 173.
37 Tucker, “Marriage and Family in Nablus,” 174.
38 Tucker, “Marriage and Family in Nablus,” 173. See also, Mary E. Richmond, Child 
Marriages (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1925), 24-26 and Edward 
Westermarck, The History o f Human Marriage vol. 1,356.
39 Paul R. Roscoe, “Familiar Partners? The Mountain Arapesh and the Westermarck 
Effect,” in Journal o f Anthropological Research, 51 (Winter 1995), 351.
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expected that the biblical world knew of and practiced prepubescent 
marriage of females to some extent because it is a widespread practice in 
traditional societies.
The Rebekah Narrative
The Rebekah narrative exhibits some of the characteristics present 
in prepubescent marriages as listed by Paige and may reflect the betrothal 
and indeed marriage of a prepubescent girl in order to gain an economic 
advantage for the family and because a suitable husband was found. The 
depressed fertility in prepubescent marriages as found in the China study, 
may reflect a reality in ancient Israelite society as well.
Alter classifies the first Rebekah narrative (Gen 24) as a “betrothal 
type scene.” His description of the genre itself is largely based on her 
story. He lists the characteristics of this type scene in the Genesis and 
Exodus stories as follows:
The betrothal type-scene, then, must take place with the future 
bridegroom, or his surrogate, having journeyed to a foreign land. 
There he encounters a girl -  the term “na'arah” invariably occurs 
unless the maiden is identified as so and so’s daughter -  or girls at 
the well. Someone, either the man or the girl, then draws water 
from the well; afterward the girl or girls rush to bring home the 
news of the stranger’s arrival (the verbs “hurry” and “run” are 
given recurrent emphasis at this juncture of the type-scene); finally 
a betrothal is concluded between the stranger and the girl, in the 
majority of instances, only after he has been invited to a meal.40
Williams in a discussion of type-scenes notes that while historical 
information may not be extracted from a type-scene,
The historian will sometimes make general inferences concerning 
background and context (e.g. social conditions and roles) and
40 Robert Alter, The Art o f Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981 ), 52.
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variations and innovations in the use of conventions may reflect 
the life-setting and religious ideas of specific story-tellers.. ..41
The first Rebekah narrative likely reflects the historical- 
sociological reality of prepubescent marriage in ancient Israel, particularly 
at a time in its history and in a community (the priestly community) when 
endogamous marriage and purity, both ritual and sexual was prized.42 
Fuchs observes that Rebekah, for all her feistiness, is still depicted as 
properly subordinate to the males.43 It could be argued that this is to be 
expected because Rebekah is not only a female but also a child.
In Genesis 24, where Rebekah first encounters Abraham’s servant 
at the well, she is presented as a young child. Although she is identified as 
a na'ara44 (Gen 24:16, 28, 55, 57), and a betulah45 and an 'almah (Gen 
24:43),46 all words that connote youth, her behavior and actions are those 
of a young child. Rebekah, for example, carries her kad, water jar, on her 
shoulder rather than her head (Gen 24:15).47 She runs when walking will
41 James G. Williams, “The Beautiful and the Barren: Conventions in Biblical Type- 
Scenes,״  in Journal for the Study o f the Old Testament, 17(1980), 111.
42 Alexander Rofe defends a late date for the Rebekah narrative based on the language 
and syntax of the text, theology and the concern for not abandoning the land in an article 
titled, “An Enquiry into the Betrothal of Rebekah,” found in Die Hebräische Bibel und 
ihre zweifache Nachgeschichte, edited by Erhard Blum, Christian Macholz and Ekkehard 
W. Stegemann (Hamburg: Klaus Detien, 1990), 27-39.
43 Esther Fuchs, “Structure, Ideology and Politics in the Biblical Betrothal Type-Scenes,” 
in A Feminist Companion to Genesis, edited by Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993), 274-276.
44 The word na'ra appears in this chapter. Without the final h as a vowel indicator, the 
consonantal text reads na'ar. The word na'ar is masculine and refers to a young man. 
Gen 24 reflects a not usual use of the masculine for a feminine subject.
45 Betulah is often translated “virgin.” Sama, however, writes that the word more 
properly refers to “a sexually mature young girl of marriageable age.” See Nahum Sama 
in Genesis in the JPS Torah Commentary Series (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1989), 165.
46 An 'almah is a girl of marriageable age.
47 In 24:15, Rebekah is carrying kadah 'al skemah, “her jar on her shoulder.” Four of 
these jars were used to flood the altar in the contest on Mt. Carmel (1 Kings 18:34), 
suggesting a large jar. Hagar, the Egyptian maid-servant of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, also 
carries something on her shoulder but it is not a kad, a water jar. In Gen 21:14, Abraham
125
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
do (Gen 24:28). She converses with a total stranger (Gen 24:18-25), who 
at no point in the narrative identifies himself to her. She calls a man 
described as an 'ebed, a servant or slave, by the honorific, 'adonai, my 
lord.48 Rebekah is the only individual in the Hebrew Scriptures to address 
a person identified as an 'ebed, by the honorific, “'adonai.” She invites a 
stranger to her house after informing him of its contents (Gen 24:25). She 
accepts expensive gifts from a stranger (Gen 24:22). (She does not seem 
to recognize the value of these gifts but Laban does.) She immediately 
volunteers for the Herculean task of watering ten camels that have just 
crossed a wilderness (Gen 24:19). She does not know when it is 
appropriate to wear a veil (Gen 24:65). She is unveiled in the presence of 
strangers but veils herself for her prospective husband.49 Rebekah is 
accompanied by a meneket, a wet nurse (Gen 24:59),50 rather than maid- 
servants.51 Even her willingness to walk off with a stranger, which is often 
interpreted as a reflection of her adventuresome spirit and independence 
may be no more than the typical behavior of a child. Later the text reads 
that Rebekah is married for twenty years before she bears children (Gen 
25:20, 26). None of the above, alone, definitively argues for a young age 
for Rebekah. The social mores of ancient Israel may have permitted
places a skin of water on skemah, her shoulder. Hagar is clearly a fully grown woman in 
this narrative. She has a nearly grown child according to one tradition.
48 See Gen 24:2, 9,10, 17, 34, 53, 59, 61, 66.
49 While this act is often assumed to be a wedding ritual, it is not attested elsewhere as 
such. It seems rather that Rebekah is confused about the practice. The Middle Assyrian 
law code (dating to the 12th-15th centuries B.C.E.) contains a section about veiling 
women. It affirms that the wives and daughters of “seigniors” must be veiled when going 
out into the street (but not in the house). It prohibits the veiling of prostitutes and slaves. 
See “The Middle Assyrian Laws, Tablet A #40-41” translated by Theophile J. Meeks in 
Ancient Near Eastern Texts Related to the Old Testament, edited by James B. Pritchard 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1955), 183. The veiling of women in societies 
where it is practiced usually begins at puberty.
50 In traditional societies, it is not unusual for a child to nurse until age three. Fildes, in 
her book on the history of wet nursing notes that the period of nursing ranged from six 
months to three years with two being the most common. She also notes that the Talmud 
suggests that children be nursed for not less than 24 months. A favorite wet nurse may 
stay with the female child into adulthood. See Valerie Fildes, Wet Nursing: A History 
front Antiquity to the Present (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 7, 10, 13-15 and 23.
51 See Gen 29:24 and 29. Later in the text, Rebekah has young women with her. See Gen 
24:61. The young women are not identified as maid-servants.
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behavior that today would be considered child-like such as accepting 
expensive gifts from strangers.52 However, the fact that Rebekah carries 
her water jar on her shoulder, the use of the term 'adonai as an address to 
a servant, being accompanied by a meneket instead of maid-servants, and 
inappropriate use of the veil suggest that in the cultural context of ancient 
Israel, Rebekah would have been understood to be a child. When 
combined, the evidence strongly suggests that the author intends her to be 
a little child.
Two similar stories parallel this one in the Hebrew Bible and are of 
the same genre, the betrothal type-scene. Rachel and the daughters of 
Reuel also encounter strangers at a well. Neither of these stories fits the 
genre as described by Alter as neatly as the Rebekah narrative, but 
characteristic elements are there. The Rachel narrative is much shorter. It 
begins with Jacob meeting Rachel at the well. Shockingly, she allows him 
to kiss her before he identifies himself as kin! Then she runs to tell her 
family (Gen 29:11-12). The seven year wait before the consummation of 
the marriage also suggests that Rachel is a young child. In sharp contrast, 
when Reuel’s daughters meet a stranger, who assists them at a well, their 
behavior is quite different (Exod 2). They neither engage the man in 
conversation, nor do they rush home to report what happened. They do 
not even mention the man until questioned by their father. When they do 
speak of him, it is clear that they are ignorant of the man’s identity. They 
are only able to identify him as an Egyptian. They do not invite him home 
or offer him hospitality. They express no real interest in him. Although, 
Reuel’s daughters return home early, it is clearly not due to haste 
(running). They plainly say that they finished their task early because they 
received the help of a stranger. Moreover, the text shortly reports that 
there are no fertility problems in the Moses-Zipporah marriage (Exod 
2:16-20). These women appear to be older. They behave in a manner that 
is appropriate for adult women in that society. Both Rachel and Zipporah 
are identified only as “daughters” and no word by which we may infer an 
age is used. In the case of Rachel, the seven year wait before a 
consummation of the marriage is considered suggests that the author is
52 We should note, however, that Abraham is wary of accepting gifts from strangers (Gen 
14:22-24 and Gen 23). The offer of the land in the latter text is not to be taken seriously 
as this is a ploy in the bargaining process.
127
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
depicting her as a young child at the time when Jacob first saw her. It is 
unlikely that a man would be asked to wait seven years to consummate a 
marriage with a pubescent female in traditional society. The danger that 
the woman would be impregnated by another man during that period 
would be too great. The seven year period is rather to be understood as 
the time needed for Rachel to reach menarche and childbearing capacity.
The story of Rebekah is consistent with the findings of Paige. 
Clearly, there is an economic advantage for the family of Laban. There 
are many references in the text to the wealth of the Abrahamic family 
(Gen 24:10, 22, 30, 35, 53). The servant has already given expensive 
jewelry to Rebekah (Gen 24:22).54 The servant specifically mentions 
wealth to the Laban family (Gen 24:35). As he is negotiating for the bride, 
he presents gifts of silver, gold and garments that are given to the family. 
Because the groom is a distance away, it may have been necessary for the 
entire bride price or wedding gift to be given at once. Since Rebekah will 
go to live with her husband immediately, his family will also bear the 
expense of rearing her. The advantage of this prepubescent betrothal and 
marriage to the Abrahamic family is that they have secured a bride from 
their family of choice where one may not be available later. Since they 
are physically removed from their relatives in Canaan, they cannot be sure 
that they will be informed when a suitable female from their family of 
choice evinces her fertility (and therefore readiness for marriage) in 
menarche.55 The story surely reflects a later concern for endogamous 
marriage. The family goes to great lengths to obtain a female that is
53 The story line suggests the following sequence: Leah bears six songs and a daughter 
with two periods of infertility before Rachel gives birth for the first time. This would 
imply that a period of at least sixteen years has passed. The narrator’s reference to 
Leah’s oldest son, Reuben, the mandrakes and the two maids who give birth may suggest 
that a shorter period of time has elapsed between Rachel’s marriage and the birth of her 
first child (Gen 29:35; 30:9).
54 Roth understands this action to be not related to a brideprice, but a response to her 
help. See Wolfgang M. W. Roth, “The Wooing of Rebekah: A Tradition-Critical Study 
of Genesis 24” in The Catholic Biblical Quarterly XXXXIV:2 (April 1972), 182.
55 Menarche is not true evidence of fertility but it is usually accepted as such until proven 
otherwise. In many traditional societies, the onset of menses is the occasion for a public 
feast to let the community know that the woman is ready for marriage.
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biologically related to them even though they will have to wait for years 
before she is ready to bear children.
If it is the intent of the author to depict a small child in Genesis 24, 
why are the terms na ara, betulah and almah used? The answer is that 
these words do not exclude the possibility of a young child. The word, 
betulah, which is often translated, young woman or virgin appears about 
fifty times in the Hebrew Bible. It describes either a young woman or 
more specifically, a young woman, who has not engaged in sexual 
intercourse (though the qualifying phrase “who has not known a man” 
usually accompanies the word to make explicit the concept of virgin).56 
Wenham suggests that the word, betulah, is best understood as a “girl of 
marriageable age, who may or may not be a virgin.../’57 Wadsworth, 
however, defends the translation “virgin” though his own carefully worded 
definition is “a distinctive person (or group) who, because of her innate 
condition or qualities, receives special attention or fulfills a particular 
role.”58 Day defines a betulah as “a female who had reached puberty and 
was therefore potentially fertile, but who had not yet given birth to her 
first child.”59 Day does not indicate why she assumes that the betulah has 
reached puberty. While these scholars present sound arguments for their 
case, each tries too hard to force a single translation for a word that like 
other words, in fact, may have meant different things in different contexts 
or at different historical time periods.60 The Joel 1:8 and Esther 2 usages 
of the term mitigate against the translation “virgin” but more often than
56 See John J. Schmitt, “virgin” in the Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 6 (New York: 
Doubleday, 1992), 853.
57 Gordon J. Wenham, “Betulah, ‘A Girl of Marriageable Age,” in Vetus Testamentum,
22 (1972), 326.
58 Tom Wadsworth, “Is there a Hebrew Word for Virgin? Bethulah in the Old 
Testament,” in Restoration Quarterly vol. 23. 3(1980), 162.
59 Peggy L. Day, “From the Child is Bom the Woman: The Story of Jephthah,s 
Daughter” in Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel, edited by Peggy L. Day , Fortress 
Press, 1989, 59.
60 In the modem context, the English word, “youth” used to refer solely to males. Now it 
is used to refer to males and females. There is no reason to assume that across ancient 
Israel and throughout the time period during which the word betulah was used, it meant 
exactly the same thing.
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not, the word fits. Rebekah as a young child is likely meant to be 
understood to be a virgin, not because betulah means “virgin” but because 
she is a prepubescent child. She is of marriageable age in a society where 
prepubescent females married. The most unexpected word used to 
describe Rebekah is na ‘or because it usually means “young man.” The 
feminine equivalent is na ‘arah. Na ‘ar is used of females in three places. 
The first is in the Rebekah narrative of Genesis 24 in verses 14, 16, 28, 55 
and 57. The second is in the Dinah narrative of Gen34: 3, 12. The third is 
in a series of laws governing sexual activity in Deuteronomy 15. The word 
'almah translated “marriageable young girl” appears seven times in the 
Bible. In Exod 2:8, it describes Miriam, the sister of the infant Moses. In 
the Song of Songs 1:3, 6:8 and Proverbs 30:19, the word is used to 
describe girls in general. In Psalm 68:26 [English 68:25], girls play 
tambourines. In Isaiah 7:14, the same word describes a pregnant young 
woman. In Gen 24:43, it is the servant’s description of Rebekah. A term 
that does not appear in the story but may have been used is yaldah, girl. 
Yaldah is found only three times in the Hebrew Bible. The first 
occurrence is in Genesis 34:4 where it is used in reference to Dinah, the 
daughter of Jacob and Leah. Dinah appears to be an adult woman in this 
narrative. In an oracle in the book of Joel (4:3, 3:3 English) there is a 
reference to girls that are sold in order to buy wine. The final mention of 
the word is in another oracle, Zechariah 8:5, where a time is envisioned 
when boys and girls will once again play in the street. This last text 
usually is understood to be describing young children playing rather than 
adolescents. The word, yaldah, in Biblical Hebrew may refer to a child 
but it is as likely to refer to a young woman. Although the expressions: 
na'arah, betulah, 'almah and yaldah connote youth, none are specific 
enough to indicate whether a child, adolescent or young adult is 
envisioned.
61 Joel 1:8 refers to a betulah dressed in sackcloth who is lamenting the husband of her 
youth. Esther 2:17 continues to use the term betulah even after the individual is no 
longer a virgin.
Î3Ô
Menarche and Prepubescent Marriage
Prepubescent Marriage in Ancient Israel
Students of the Rebekah story have noted that she appears to be 
young. David Fass, referring to a number of traditional rabbis, for 
example, writes,
It was good though, that Rebekah was young and Isaac was, 
according to the text, forty years old when he married her (25:20). 
The disparity in their ages, combined with the wisdom of his years, 
enabled Isaac to train Rebekah properly in order to overcome the 
natural tendencies toward evil that she inherited from her parents.62
While one object to Fass’s description of the family of Nahor as evil, he is 
correct in suggesting that there was a fundamental problem with 
Rebekah’s family in the eyes of the early Jewish community. According 
to one tradition (Josh 24), they were not worshippers of YHWH, the god 
of Israel. Fass refers to legends and interpolations in traditional Jewish 
circles that understood Rebekah to be three years old when she left with 
the servant to meet her husband-to-be. The appeal of the young age is that 
it distances her from the pagan beliefs and worship practices of her family 
of origin. These interpretations allow Rebekah to grow up in a household 
that worships the god of Abraham. This was extremely important to the 
post exilic Jewish community which recognized the role of women in 
passing on the religious traditions to the next generation. Her 
“barrenness,” however, in these interpretations is not attributed to age but 
to an imputed curse place on her by Laban, her “questionable 
background”, the lack of an ovary or even to eating non-kosher food.63 It 
has also been suggested in traditional circles that the fertility problem was 
not Rebekah’s but Isaac’s.64 According to this interpretation, Isaac was 
impotent.
62 David E. Fass, “Unbinding Mother Rebekah” va Judaism vol. 41 (Fall, 1992),363.
63 Fass, “Unbinding Mother Rebekah,” 184, 194.
64 Fass, “Unbinding Mother Rebekah, 368-369.
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Conclusions
This paper has argued that the author of the first Rebekah narrative 
envisions her to be a child, who is betrothed and then married to 
Abraham’s forty-year old son, Isaac. She is depicted as a child-bride, a 
social custom practiced in the time of the author and probably throughout 
the history of the ancient Near East. Child marriages occurred when there 
were economic, political, religious or social advantages to the families 
involved. The priestly community of the post-exilic period was 
particularly sensitive to the issue of endogamous marriage and sexual 
purity. The Abrahamic family goes to great lengths to find a female who is 
biologically linked. This is to suggest to the Jewish community of the 
exilic and post-exilic period that it should do the same and not make their 
marriages choices among the nearby, non-YHWH worshipping families. A 
problem for the author or redactor of the story is that according to an 
Israelite tradition, the family of Nahor did not worship the God of 
Abraham. Rebekah is therefore depicted as a child so that she can be 
distanced from the pagan beliefs of her family of origin. Her young age 
permits her to be formed and shaped in the community of Israel.
Readers of the Rebekah narratives are again reminded of the gap 
between the ancient world and contemporary biological and social norms 
and the need to take account of those when reading biblical stories or any 
narrative from the ancient world that are extant. Contemporary readers of 
ancient texts correctly assume that girls were married at puberty in ancient 
times, but they fail to realize that puberty did not begin at the same age as 
it does today. Therefore, they read into those ancient texts the kind of 
adolescent problems that face girls when they marry too young or give 
birth too young. However, a later age for menarche usually permitted a 
girl to develop a healthy sense of identity, to form peer relationships and 
to learn the skills that she will need as an adult without the distraction of 
puberty and the hormonal drives that accompany it. (Pre-pubescent 
marriage, of course, interferes with that development.) A later age for the 
onset of menarche meant that girls were better prepared for marriage and 
the demands of motherhood, biologically, physically, psychologically, 
socially and vocationally.
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Students of cultures that are different from their own and 
particularly those who study texts that emerged in a different time period 
need to attend to biological and physiological changes that may have 
occurred over time or that are present in particular populations due to 
environmental factors or perhaps genetic variation. Such changes are 
reflected in social institutions including religious institutions and indeed 
help shape them.
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